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ABSTRACT 

As adult sibling bereavement has received little attention in research 

literature, this interpretive investigation was undertaken to create a space for 

dialogue to occur between women who have had a brother or sister die and the 

theories, practices and assumptions which are present in our current 

understanding of this experience. Using a herrneneutic-phenomenological 

approach, this co-constructive process was guided by feminist and post-modem 

philosophical positions as well as the lived experience of the researcher as a 

bereaved sister. Nine stories of bereavement illuminate eight elements which 

collectively constitute this experience as an absence which is a space occupied. 

Exploration is given to socio-cultural and psychological discourses about 

bereavement in contrast to the stories of women living as bereaved adult 

siblings. Consideration is given, as well, to implications arising from this 

experience which may influence future research endeavors, counselling practice 

and our daily living. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

CLAIMING A POSSIBLE POSITION 

Writing as a woman from the center of my knowing is not easy to 
do, partly because other kinds of writing are so ingrained, and 
partly because of the risk of personal revelation (Carol Schick, 
1994, p. 14). 

This project is about life. It is about an aspect of life which we do not often 

talk about. It is about death and more specifically, bereavement. We never know 

the exact time when death and grief will become part of our life story. When I 

began this project, there was no guarantee that I would live to complete it. There 

was also no guarantee I would complete it without again experiencing the death 

of someone I love. As well, I can offer no assurance to you, the reader, that you 

will live to read this story or not be bereaved in its midst (Cline, 1995). While this 

narrative is about the experience of grieving sisters, it is also about you and 

about me. 

It is about you in the sense that in coming as a reader, you bring your 

values, opinions and experiences. As such, there are many possible positions 

you might hold as you engage with the text before you. These positions may 

influence not only your assumptions in the present moment, but also your 

interpretations and understandings as we proceed. Perhaps your position is that 

of a curious reader. Curious in the sense that you want to learn, to be reassured, 

to see what has been revealed. Perhaps you are a reluctant reader. Reluctant 
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in the sense that you may be confronted with things you might rather not think 

about or know. Perhaps you are a critical reader. Critical in the sense that you 

want to judge the merits of what is said and question its authenticity. It is my 

belief that this project might awaken many of these things in you and it is my 

hope that you hold all of these positions and many more. 

This narrative is about me in the sense that as the writer of this document, 

I come to this endeavor with past experiences, values and opinions as well. It is 

important to me that you know my experiences as they relate to this project. My 

reason for writing about them is to ensure the integrity of this work and to leave 

open questions which continue to press in upon me. My coming to this place has 

not been easy, and I feel it continues to evolve even as we speak. It has 

required me to move to places within my experience as a bereaved sister and as 

an academic in ways which have caused me to feel hesitant and self-doubting, 

yet, at all times, convicted in the necessity to continue. The purpose of this 

chapter is to begin to trace out for you the ways in which the experience of adult 

sibling bereavement and academic research have intersected my life during the 

past four years. It is a story which is not yet complete and will likely never be so. 

It is where we must begin. 

Coming to the Question 

On a warm, sunny Sunday afternoon, the telephone was ringing as I came 

in the door. This call brought news that my world as I had known it for nearly 32 

years would never again be the same. My youngest sister, Beth, had died. As I 
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write those words, I can re-live that moment as if it happened this morning. It 

has stayed with me and persists over time. There is difficulty in writing about it 

not because it causes me to feel sad - I've become used to that feeling. Rather, 

it is difficult, because of the fine lines I know that I am treading. 

When Beth died, I did not plan to write about my loss, yet I somehow felt 

something would grow out of my experience. A year after her death, I was 

accepted into doctoral studies, having only a tertiary idea of what 1 might 

research. Another year and a half followed until I slowly came to claim adult 

sibling bereavement to be my work. Arriving at this topic has been a long and 

evolutionary process. Along the way there have been many times when I have 

known there would be an easier way to complete a PhD, yet I remained 

committed to seeing this project through to a reasonable end. My hesitancy 

resided not in questioning if this topic needed exploration or in my passion to 

make a difference in an area little explored. Rather, my hesitancy existed in my 

selfquestioning of the emotional and intellectual fortitude I knew this topic would 

demand of me. In the end, it was the topic that called me rather than me calling 

it forth. Throughout this project, I have had to reclaim that calling many times. 

The decision to engage women's experience of adult sibling bereavement as a 

research topic has been life-changing, as has the death of my sister. It 

captivated me and continues to do so, despite the arduousness of this research 

journey. 

Throughout this process, i have wandered and wondered about many 
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things. While this meandering has been helpful in the completion of this project, I 

have also needed to be continuously aware of the fine lines I was tracing. As 

these lines emerged, they provided form and substance to my work as well as 

revealing more avenues to be explored, Over time, two lines in particular stood 

out in this venture. One line, the outside need to explore the experience of adult 

sibling bereavement, supported me and strengthened my conviction in moments 

of self-doubt. A second line, my need to explore this experience from the inside 

out, challenged and disrupted many previously held ways of being. 

One task of doctoral level study is identeing a research topic which will 

make a significant contribution to the knowledge base. As such, students 

diligently search for topics which have been unexplored or need to be explored 

in new ways in order to open up areas of understanding. My arrival at adult 

sibling bereavement was instigated one afternoon as I sat in the library 

searching the literature and contemplating what my focus might be. While I did 

not intend my topic to connect personalty to my experience, I was also of the 

mind that research is never an impersonal process. 

Noting that studies had been done about different types of relationships in 

bereavement, I wondered what had been done about adult sibling loss. My 

exploration through research conducted in psychology, medicine, social work 

and nursing very quickly revealed that I had stumbled upon a vast, unexplored 

territory. This realization and explicit imperatives from researchers of the need to 
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investigate this topic encouraged me to continue. This call from the outside 

began to trace out a possible position to pursue. 

While the experience of having a brother or sister is not uncommon, I was 

startled to find so little had been written about sibling relationships in life or in 

death. In comparison to other familial relationships, sibling relationships have 

been de-emphasized in research endeavors in both childhood, and particularly, 

in adulthood (Freeman, 1993). At a cultural level in North America, there are no 

formal rituals to celebrate sibling bonds, nor legal means to break thern 

(Roberts, 1982). As well, literature including fables, fairy tales, biblical accounts, 

plays and novels often characterize sibling relationships as primarily filled with 

power struggles, rivalry, ambivalence, and in fewer cases, solidarity (Fouts, 

1 976). 

During the course of this project, people would on occasion ask about my 

research topic. As I responded, the conversation would, in many instances, turn 

to stories of relationships with their siblings. In most cases, the siblings spoken 

of were alive, but in some cases they had died. While the stories were varied 

and portrayed a myriad of relationship characteristics, there was a consistent 

presence of emotional intensity found in each story. Conversations about 

siblings did not evoke a neutral response, but rather moved across a continuum 

of emotions and experiences. 

Sibling relationships appear to be as unique and diverse as the 

individuals who form them. Despite this individuality, there may be some 
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common characteristics or qualities present in these relationships. As Robinson 

and Mahon (1997) stated: 

The sibling relationship is unique among human relationships. Siblings 

can share biological and/or familial characteristics, values and 

experience. In comparison with other familial relationships, such as that 

between a parent and child, siblings experience one another under 

relative egalitarian status. The death of a sibling marks the end of what is 

expected to be one of the longest and sometimes most intimate 

relationships of a lifetime. (p. 477) 

Despite the prevalence of siblings in our culture and a perceived 

uniqueness in these relationships, I began to search for why so little attention 

has been paid to them in research endeavors. Irish (1 964) was an early critic of 

the paucity of attention given to siblings in research. He attributed an emphasis 

on parenting and marriage issues in family psychology as hindering the 

exploration of other familial relationships. While Bank and Kahn (1982), as well, 

claimed little mention of the role of siblings in human development, Cicirelti 

(1 980) did note that when siblings are the focus of attention, it is primarily the 

cognitive and social impact of siblings in childhood and adolescence which is 

emphasized. Research into birth order (Adler, 1928; Toman, 1971 ) and sibling 

rivalry (Greer & Myers, 1992; Kahn & Lewis, 1988; Levy, 1 937) have 

predominated in these areas. 

Increasingly, questions have arisen about the silence in academic 
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literature related to sibling influence in adulthood. As there has been a lack of 

clear theories or framework guiding this area of inquiry, research which has 

been conducted has focused on a few unconnected areas, primarily exploring 

sibling relationships in later life (Cicirelli, 1980). Areas explored have included 

kinship relationships in the elderly, developmental themes of siblings throughout 

the lifespan and interactional patterns in adult sibling relationships (Freeman, 

1 993). 

While research into sibling relationships has been sporadic, investigation 

into the death of siblings and ensuing experiences of bereavement has received 

less attention. A 1984 Institute of Medicine report on bereavement stated that 

further research was needed in the area of sibling bereavement, yet few studies 

of this phenomenon have emerged and those that exist are mainly limited to 

child and adolescent populations (Lund & Caserta, 1997-1 998; Osterweis, 

Solomon & Green, 1984). Research into child and adolescent bereavement 

experiences generally highlight reactions and changes in setf-perception 

following the death (Robinson & Mahon, 1997). Feelings of guilt, anxiety and 

fear may predominate for the bereaved children and adolescents in the short 

term after their sibling's death, while longer term reactions may include 

psychological growth and/or social withdrawal. Several studies described 

conscious attempts by sunriving siblings to keep their feelings and other 

responses secret in an attempt to protect their parents (Haase, 1989; Mahon & 

Page, 1995; Rosen, 1 984-85). As well, Rosen speculated that expressions of 
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grief by a surviving sibling may be minimized or overshadowed by the grief of 

bereaved parents. These reactions may influence opportunities of surviving 

child and adolescent siblings to express their feelings and/or receive social 

support from others (Balk, 1 990; Birenbaum, 1 989; Davies, t 988; Hutton & 

Bradley, 1994; McCown & Davies, 1995). 

While exploring what understandings have been generated to date, I 

discovered that research investigating the grief reactions of young siblings over 

time was somewhat conflicting. While it is commonly assumed that grief 

reactions decrease over time, a persistent presence of grief reactions among 

sibling survivors has been supported (Davies, 1991; Fanos & Nickerson, 1991 ). 

Hogan and DeSantis (1992) found an ongoing presence of the deceased in the 

lives of remaining siblings, perhaps illustrating the timelessness of adolescent 

bereavement and the attachment of the sibling bond even beyond death. 

McClowry, Davies, May, Kulenkamp and Martinson (1 987) found that many 

siblings still experience pain and loss seven to nine years following the death of 

their brother or sister. Findings of this study suggested that the death of a sibling 

can create an "empty space" in the surviving family system which remains over 

the course of time. 

While some work has been done on sibling death in children and 

adolescents, as noted earlier, I found a large gap existing in research about 

adult sibling loss. While Moss and Moss (1986) upheld sibling ties as potentially 

lasting six decades or more, Robinson and Pickett (t 996) speculated that the 
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lack of attention to this population may be linked to societal perceptions that 

sibling relationships lack importance beyond the mutual experience of growing 

up and therefore, sibling bereavement in adulthood may not be considered to be 

a significant area for investigation. Sandmaier (1 994) indicated that the tern 

sibling is often equated with child, perhaps implying that sibling relationships 

and their relative importance end at adulthood. However, Hays, Gold and Piper 

(1997) studied sibling bereavement in later life and found that bereaved siblings 

were more functionally and cognitively challenged than bereaved friends and 

rated their overall health as worse than bereaved spouses or bereaved friends 

who were similarly challenged. 

Robinson and Mahon (1997) identified an immediate need to extend the 

descriptive knowledge base for sibling bereavement beyond adolescence, in 

large part to prepare to address the needs of the great number of adults whose 

brothers and sisters have died as a result of AIDS. Buehler, Devine, Berkelman 

and Chevarley (1 990) noted that demographic trends of the last decade indicate 

increasing death rates among young adults. The death toil for persons 25 to 44 

years of age had increased, largely due to AIDS. While there are no data on the 

number of sibling survivors, population-based data indicated that most of those 

who have died are survived by at least one sibling and many by more (Cicirelli, 

1991). As little is known about the role and significance of the sibling 

relationship in young to middle adulthood, descriptive studies are needed to 

better understand the significance of sibling relationships and the loss of these 



10 

relationships across the lifespan, regardless of the manner of death (Cicirelli, 

1 985). 

Feeling supported and encouraged by an outside call from the academic 

literature identifying a need to explore this experience, I began to look for what 

had been written about adult sibling bereavement. I anticipated that written 

memoirs or other types of writing might exist which could illuminate some of this 

experience. The few texts I could find were largely first person accounts which 

touched me in their open and honest expression of experience and caused me 

to begin to formulate ways in which I might want to cany out this research. One 

such story was that of Sadie and Bessie Delany. At age 106, Sadie found herself 

alone for seemingly the first time in her life when her sister died. Born in the late 

1800 '~~  neither woman married to ensure the continuation of their careers and 

they became each other's lifetime companions. In her book, On mv own at 107; 

eflect~ons on hfe w~thout Bessie, Sadie wrote: 

I sure miss you, old gal. The Lord left me here, and took you. He took my 

little sister. More than 104 years by my side, and now you're gone .... l 

have to tell you the truth. This being alone is hard. For the first time in my 

life, I don't have you by my side. I'm 107 years old and it's like I'm just 

learning to walk again. (Delany, 1997, p. 6) 

As I read Sadie's story and those of others I will highlight later in this 

document, I reflected upon the 'everyday' expression present in these 

discourses compared with the rather aloof observational stance present in 
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academic writings. I knew I did not want to remove this research project too far to 

the outside of the experience and risk losing the essence of its nature. I came to 

believe that it needed to be developed in a way which exposed the experience 

as it was lived by the bereaved, rather than how someone outside of the 

experience thought it should be lived. This realization led me to more deeply 

consider possible avenues to pursue to achieve this position and to a story 

which began to trace out a fine line I would tread. 

. . . . 
s~bl~na bereavement: From the Inside out 

Upon hearing news of the death of Ludwig Binswanger's son, Sigmund 

Freud sent a letter to his friend. In it he wrote: 

Although we know that after such a loss the acute state of mourning will 

subside, we also know we shall remain inconsolable and will never find a 

substitute. No matter what may fill the gap, even if it be completely filled, 

it nevertheless remains something else. And actually that is how it should 

be. It is the only way of perpetuating that love which we do not want to 

relinquish. (Freud, 191 711 961, p. 239) 

While the full intent of Freud's letter may remain somewhat illusive, it is known 

that nine years previous, Freud had experienced the death of his own daughter, 

Sophie. Perhaps ironically, he wrote this letter to Binswanger on what would 

have been Sophie's 36'" birthday (Silverman 8 Klass, 1996). 

When I initially came across this excerpt, I was rather strong in my 

critique of the differences between Freud's very personal expression of his 
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experience of grieving in contrast to his published position about bereavement. I 

felt in some way he had been amiss in failing to integrate his personal position 

with his professional stance. Freud has been largely identified in the literature as 

the first to address bereavement as a mental health issue (Klass ,  Silverman & 

Nickrnan, 1996; Osteweis et al., 1984; Parkes 8 Weiss, 1983). He viewed the 

goal of grieving as the mourner corning to a place where they could relinquish 

ties with the loved one who died in order to form new relationships and 

attachments. While he viewed this as a slow process, he also viewed it as an 

essential one (Freud, 191 7/1961). Yet, his personal voice of grieving the loss of 

his daughter seemed to run counter to what he claimed as essential with his 

public profession. I was left to wondering what might have transpired if he had 

more openly integrated these experiences. 

Over time, I have come to more fully appreciate the complexity of the 

issues Freud and others may have faced when their personal and academic 

lives intersected. There is a delicate balance in deciding how to position oneself 

when moving from the inside out. When one has experienced that which they 

are exploring, decisions are made along the way about the placement of this 

personal experience in relation to their research endeavor. In my case, this 

process caused me to grapple with both professional and personal stances as 

they related to the project at hand. 

Professionally, I have been trained as a psychologist to keep separate the 

personal and professional when working with others. Training and ethical 
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guidelines clearly outline the necessity to practice only in areas of competence 

and in ways which are purportedly free of bias or intrusion of the counsellor's 

values and personal issues (Canadian Psychological Association, 1 991 ). As 

well, I had been taught to condud scientific research as a value-free endeavor, 

ensured through measures of validity and reliability. Throughout the years, I had 

read numerous volumes which outlined the correct way not only to conduct 

research, but also to present findings (American Psychological Association, 

1994; Hinkle, Wiersma & Juts, 1994; Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). 

When I entered the doctoral program, I knew I was interested in learning 

about interpretive research methodologies more so than traditional quantitative 

research methods. As a feminist, I questioned the viability of therapy or 

research ever achieving a value-free position and wanted to learn more about 

emerging research methodologies which did not require blind adherence to that 

which I questioned as possible. As I learned about the intricacies of these 

methodologies, I became supported in my belief that the personal was not only 

part of the research endeavor, but essential to its integrity (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1994; Jagger, 1989). 

Having found an opening to s new avenue of research exploration, I was 

challenged to reconsider my position and voice as a researcher. Aware that 

women may find their voice in learning and constructing knowledge over time 

(Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986), 1 needed to learn that I was not 

only capable of producing new knowledge, but also could do so using the first 
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person when writing about the research process and subsequent findings. This 

position required me to question what is meant by academic knowledge and 

whether using the first person somehow changed the way in which this project 

might be received. 

In writing in the first person, I recognize it is not without risk. There still 

remains resistance and discomfort within my profession to express oneself in 

this way. In doing so, I am failing to adhere to the ways in which I have been 

traditionally taught legitimate knowledge can be produced and disseminated. In 

choosing to write in this way, I am not only disrupting the rules of my profession, 

but challenging my own comfort zones. As Carol Schick (1994) reflected: 

The academic style of writing requires that a person perform a 

ventriloquist-like act of separating her sentient body from her speaking 

voice. Academic writing regards the influence of the personal as an 

unreliable source of knowledge. The assumption is that works which are 

capable of revealing great knowledge and authority are both objective 

and disembodied. (p. 14) 

It has taken tremendous self-reflection and conscious re-training to reach a 

decision to explore this project in this way. My decision to do so resided in what 

the topic at hand required, including our outside lack of understanding of adult 

sibling bereavement and my inside connection to having experienced it in my 

own life. In subsequent chapters, I will trace out further reasons for proceeding 

in this way. 
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Personally, the challenges of my position from the inside out have been 

no less daunting. I have had to ponder what aspects of my experience are 

important to share and my reasons for doing so. While my experience of the 

death of my sister has been a continuous companion during the past four years, 

this project invited me to spend more time considering its place in relation to this 

research. 

Through this ongoing process of self-reflection, I have become 

increasingly aware that much of what I could say about my experience needs to 

remain silent. This silence is necessary because so much of my experience is 

not mine alone but includes that of my family and friends. From the phone call 

received with the news of her death to my present position of writing up this 

research, I have seldom been alone. There are few events that I could share 

which involve only my own experience. Each story I can think of includes my 

sister, my family, my friends. Their stories or even their part in my story are not 

mine to tell in this arena. As the writer of this project, I do not have, nor, more 

importantly, do those close to me have, the anonymity afforded others. While I 

struggled to reach this decision, in the end the setting of this boundary was 

reached with relative ease. In arriving at it, I am stating that the privacy of those I 

love is more important to me than the completion of this project inclusive of every 

detail of my experience. 

And yet, my experience is not absent from this narrative as you will find as 

you proceed. Its very essence is embedded in the interpretations within. I know, 



as do the women I spoke with, that this project is a creation of our shared 

experiences as grieving sisters. It is not about my story or their story, but rather 

our story and perhaps yours. As a reader of this project, your interpretations 

matter. My interpretations as writer and those of the women who will converse 

with us in this narrative matter, as well. As each of us, reader, writer and 

bereaved sister, bring our own interpretations to bear, we will, as well, co-create 

new interpretations together. 

My decision to research adult sibling bereavement represents a 

confluence of paths I have walked in this interpretive process. I have felt 

supported in my position as researcher by the outside need, identified in the 

literature, to explore this experience. As little is understood about this 

experience, I have come to believe we must begin by working to understand, 

quite simply, what it is like to have a brother or sister die in adulthood. To that 

end, this research project is intended to begin to open up this experience for 

exploration and understanding. 

As well, having lived the experience I seek to research, I have felt 

challenged by my inside process of reflection to consider how my professional 

and personal positions might influence this work. While I continue to tread these 

fine lines, 1 feel that, at least for a moment, I have come to claim a possible 

position from which to proceed. Bearing in mind what I have written in this 

chapter, this position will be further revealed as you proceed. Having claimed 

this position, I believe it is important for me to trace out for you what is known 
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about the experience of bereavement, how we have come to know it, and what 

questions remain unanswered. In these wanderings, I hope you will come to 

more clearly see not only why we need to explore this experience, but why we 

need to do so in a particular way, 



CHAPTER TWO 

(RE)VIEWING WHAT IS KNOWN 

Language is one element that helps to construct our modern 
taboo around death. It is not a neutral means of communication. 
It transmits attitudes, values, and models of behavior. It sets the 
tone and decrees the ground rules. 

(Cline, 1995, p. 37) 

As I began to set out to explore what has been written about the 

experience of bereavement in academic realms, I bore in mind a number of 

questions. What is 'known' about this experience? How have we come to know 

what we know? What is 'not known' about this experience? Why have we 

asked particular questions to the exclusion of others? How have we written 

about what we have claimed as truths about this experience? I was of the mind 

that what has been written about bereavement might reveal some of the 

experience, yet I also sensed there might be aspects that remained unaddressed 

in this literature. I believed that the silence of some aspects of the experience 

did not mean that they did not exist, rather simply that they had not been 

recorded in these texts. I wanted to pay attention to both the sound and silence, 

the public and private, the exposed and hidden, as I proceeded. 

What has come down to us by way of verbal tradition is not left over but 

given to us, told us - whether through direct retelling, in which myth, 
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legend, and custom have their life, or through written tradition, whose 

signs are, as it were, immediately clear to every reader who can read 

them. The full herrneneutical significance of the fact that tradition is 

essentially verbal becomes clear in the case of wriffen tradition. 

(Gadamer, 196011 998, p. 389-390) 

Before I proceed, I need to stress to you, the reader, the importance of 

questions and language in this endeavor. The questions we ask and fail to ask 

set out the paths of knowledge which we create. Asked questions lead us in 

particular directions and unasked questions risk becoming forgotten. As we ask 

and answer questions, the language we use to interpret what we claim to 

understand and transmit to others is central (Gadamer, 196011 998). "Thus, the 

dialectic of question and answer always precedes the dialectic of interpretation. 

It is what determines understanding as an eventn (Gadamer 196011 998, p. 472). 

And so, through the questions we have asked and the language used in 

searching and interpreting, bodies of academic literature have come to exist 

which aim to illuminate aspects of the experience at hand. While this literature 

has led us to understand experience in a particular way, I believe there 

continues to exist experience which has been silenced and remains yet to be 

created through asking new questions as well as re-asking in new ways those 

previously answered. 

This chapter will trace out the questions asked and responses generated 

in producing knowledge about bereavement, mourning, and grief. As I have 
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worked to explore these constructs, I have come to recognize the complexity at 

hand. While these words have been woven together in my own thinking, there 

has been a sense that they stand alone as I have read what has been written 

about them. It is as though there are varying conversations or discourses 

occurring about bereavement, mourning and grief, yet each discourse seems not 

to pay attention to the other and at times, even attends only to particular aspects 

within its own conversation. For a period of time, I have struggled to find a way 

to reconcile these distinct voices with each other, but lately I have come to the 

realization that these efforts are futile. I have decided that rather than working to 

bring coherence and consensus, both between and within these dialogues, I will 

open them up for you to explore as I understand them currently to exist. Using 

primarily socio-cultural, historical and psychological discourses and positions of 

knowing, I intend not only to reveal and question what is 'known' or out in the 

open, but also to expose that which is seemingly 'unknown' or hidden. I invite 

you to converse with me and with the text before you - to fall into or become 

involved in a conversation which allows what is meaningful for you to emerge. 

(Re) Viewing Socio-Cultural Imperatives of Bereavement 

Bereavement is a sociological term derived from Latin meaning 'to be 

robbed' (Mortis,1975). It is widely recognized as a state or condition caused by 

loss through death and includes experiences of mourning and grief. Mourning, 

which has been primarily explored in sociological, anthropological, and 

theological realms, involves the ways our society and cultures tell us to behave 
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in response to loss. Grief, the primary focus of psychological endeavors, is 

concerned with internal responses to bereavement and the coping resources we 

use in responding to such a loss (Attig, 1996; Fowlkes, 1990). 

Bereavement, mourning, and grieving are common experiences we share 

as human beings. If we are in relationship, it is unlikely we will go through life 

without experiencing loss through death. Yet, despite their very ordinariness, our 

conversations about them are often unspoken or, at best, obscured. As I have 

lived with this research project, I have often, as noted before, been asked what I 

am studying. At times, my answer to that question brought forth the stories I 

spoke of in the previous chapter. At other times, my response resulted in 

conversation being stopped or diverted and in some cases, never being 

broached again. In those situations, I was left wondering what conversation has 

continued in the mind of the questioner. Over time, I have come to realize that 

the conversation being stopped was perhaps not so much about me and this 

topic as it was about them and this topic. It unveiled for me our discomfort and 

denial about death and bereavement and reinforced the importance of engaging 

this topic as it is socially constructed and situated both within the individual and 

culture. 

No aspect of social phenomena can be understood unless it is related to 

the historical and structured context in which it is situated (Bateman, 1999). The 

historical and contextual constraints of situations give frame and skeleton to 

what is experienced. As such, bereavement needs to be understood as it is 
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framed by the mouming customs and regulations of culture (Rosenblatt, 1988), 

the individual grieving processes experienced, and the way these interact with 

each other. 

When I speak of culture, I recognize that within any society, many 

cultures exist. Cultures may be defined through a variety of configurations such 

as ethnic background, religious affiliation or familial groupings. While any 

country or region is likely comprised of many cultures, there have existed 

attempts to routinize mouming in ways that are grossly insensitive to cultural 

differences and individual needs in the grieving process (Averill & Nunley, 1988; 

Hockey, 1997; Rosenblatt, 1996). Over time, some work has been done to 

highlight differences in mouming rituals based on religious and ethnic diversity 

(Parkes, Laungani & Young, 1997). While a complete review of each cultural 

group and its rites and rituals is beyond the scope of this chapter, I will highlight 

some overriding themes which seem to broadly apply to a number of groups and 

their practices using a framework developed by Averill and Nunley (1 988). 

In virtually all cultures, most people seem to grieve the loss of someone 

close to them and have a belief that the person who has died continues in some 

way beyond death (Rosenblatt, 1988). These cultural belief systems shape the 

experience of bereavement and in many cases, prescribed ways of mourning 

and responding to death are delineated through them. These rites and rituals of 

mourning are generally enforced by custom rather than law, making them in 

some ways almost mysterious and beyond one's critique (Cline, 1995). In turn, 



the practices of mourning often serve to validate cultural rule systems and 

become part of the context of grief for others around them (Rosenblatt, 1988). 

The roles developed by most cultures for the bereaved and those supporting 

them to enact are largely reflected in mourning practices which by and large 

cannot be ignored at will (Averill & Nunley, 1988). 

While I view mourning and grief as inextricably linked, mourning practices 

have been contained largely in public expressions of bereavement while those of 

grieving have been limited primarily to private realms. Outside of the mourning 

rituals which require us to 'do something about the situation', the experience of 

bereavement largely has been privatized and remains hidden (Littlewood, 1993). 

For purposes of our exploration of mourning, I will wander about in the entry 

requirements, privileges, restrictions, and obligations which may circumscribe 

this experience and profoundly impact the mourner. 

n ~ntenr~ew before vou can mouq 

A death has just occurred. As news of the event becomes public, 

questions and values quickly collide as we register what has happened and our 

response to it. Please read these questions and respond accordingly: 

What is the age of the deceased? 

What is the gender of the deceased?. 

Was the deceased single or coupled? 

Was the deceased a notable figure or a homeless person? 

Was the deceased heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual? 
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Was the deceased Caucasian, Native, East Indian, Asian ... ? 

How did they die - suicide, murder, cancer, AIDS, accident ... ? 

The answers to these seemingly benign and straightforward questions do not 

rest here. They become intertwined with personal and cultural values which co- 

exist in our meaning-making process. These values influence the ways in which 

we make sense of and judge the experience of these losses. They exist in an 

interpretive space, a fusion of horizons, where everything that can be seen from 

a particular vantage point comes together in that moment of interpretation 

(Gadamer, 1 96011 998). Our responses to these questions are interpreted by 

values as are the responses accorded to the bereaved. Within culture there 

exist norms which label, value and devalue not only the life but also the death of 

its members. 

The image of death as a great leveler may have powerful political and 

religious overtones, but are far from accurate representation. Worldly 

inequalities are in no way leveled at the time of death but persist, 

permeating every aspect of death and dying. The timing, place, manner 

and social implications of an individual's death are shaped by their social 

position in society. Age, ethnicity, gender, social class and sexuality all 

profoundly affect the ways people experience death, dying and 

bereavement. (Field, Hockey & Small, 1 997, p. 1 ) 

As I read and contemplated these issues, I came to believe more strongly that 

our views of the level of tragedy, the timeliness of its occurrence and the matters 
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addressed above become the social discourses which act as a silent interview, 

granting entry and legitimizing for the bereaved particular mourning privileges. In 

other words, the experience of bereavement is intricately enmeshed with and 

influenced by the norms and values of our individual and communal judgements. 

For the time being 

When bereaved, certain privileges are accorded and restrictions imposed 

during a period of mouming. I have come to view these privileges as both 

constricting and expanding opportunities for the bereaved to experience their 

loss. It is not the presence of the privileges which is necessarily problematic, 

rather the expectation that they will be followed without question. In some 

cultures, the bereaved are permitted to display feeling in public which might 

have been displayed otherwise only in private. By permission, it is as though we 

'excuse' the bereaved from maintaining socially prescribed ways of presenting 

themselves for a period of time. As well, for the period of mourning, we can 

privilege the bereaved by excusing them from obligations of other social roles 

including entertaining, working and caring for others. In fact, they are permitted 

to expect others to care for and nurture them during this time. 

The privileges accorded are held in tension with restrictions imposed. 

While we permit the bereaved to express emotion, we also request that they do 

so in culturally appropriate ways (Hockey, 1997). The length and intensity of 

mouming needs to abide within expected parameters. In many cultures, the 

bereaved need to navigate a balance of mourning enough, but not too much, 
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before returning to life. It is, as if, mouming is not part of life - it is partitioned 

and carved out of life as a period of time to be 'dealt with' in order to return to 

living. While the bereaved do so, others may be watching to judge the 

appropriateness of how quickly or slowly one is proceeding, using public acts to 

indicate progress as they fall or fail to remain within appropriate social 

discourse. 

She is dating too quickly following her partner's death. 

His mother lived a full life - he shouldn't still be mourning. 

He still talks about her as if she were still alive. 

She went back to work the day after the funeral! 

In tracing out the privileges afforded and restrictions imposed on the 

bereaved, I am called to wonder about their presence. To what extent do they 

exist for the comfort of the bereaved and to what extent might they exist for the 

comfort of others? Is mouming separate from life, a period of time when the 

bereaved can 'live differently' before being called to return to living? If the 

bereaved do not want to subscribe to these privileges or restrictions, how are 

they judged? How are their desires attended to? What are the public responses 

and private conversations which take place 'about' the bereaved? 

While the bereaved are provided privileges, within limits, cultural 

conversation also requests fulfillment of obligations which shape public 

expressions of mourning. In most cultures, there is some type of gathering 
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shortly following the death to honor the deceased and provide support for the 

bereaved. Those supporting the bereaved can be expected to show support not 

only through attendance at such an event, but as well through other expressions 

inscribed in one's cultwe. In some North American cultures, the use of 

sympathy cards, preparation of food, purchasing of flowers and donations to 

charity are used to demonstrate support. In turn, the bereaved may be expected 

to perform familial obligations including writing obituaries which comply to 

culturally prescribed form and language, eulogizing their loved one in public, 

appropriately thanking others for support received, or providing refreshments for 

gathered supporters. When the flurry of the public events draw to a close, the 

silence can be deafening. 

When someone dies, people gather around for the funeral (often 

reluctantly) for a short period of ritual and visiting. After the funeral, many 

people feel inadequate to comfortably express sympathy, and others 

simply do not know what to say or do, so they leave the bereaved alone. 

(Kastenbaum, 1995, p. 122) 

In both the public rituals of obligation and the private moments which 

follow, it is interesting to attend to the openness and hiddenness of particular 

discourses. Historically, death and bereavement have become more hidden over 

time, as death less often occurs in the home and close connection with support 

systems is limited due to increased mobility (Stroebe, Stroebe & Hansson, 

1988). As we have hidden away these experiences, our language reflects our 



distancing from them. Words such as 'death, dead or died' are often not 

publically professed. For example in reviewing sympathy cards, one might not 

know a person has died when reading the inscription (Caldwell, McGee & Pryor, 

1998). Cards may convey wishes such as 'thinking of you', 'may it help to know 

others care', 'know this time will pass', or 'to comfort you in this time'. When we 

talk about the deceased, the language is often obtuse or polite. We use terms 

such as 'he was taken,' 'she passed away', 'they were called home', 'laid to rest', 

or 'may she rest in peace' to convey that a death has occurred. 

What are the purposes of the obligations imposed on the bereaved and 

those around them? What is our intent in refraining from saying 'she is dead' or 

'he died'? For some, these practices of mourning may be experienced as 

"resurrective power", as they provide a way for the bereaved to believe they can 

continue on in life without their loved one (Seale, 1998, p. 193). In other 

instances, our cultural portrayal and expression of mourning and grief can 

continue to obscure the reality of the experience. 

The people in my life who have died have suffered, it seemed to me, 

rather odd and miserable deaths. It never occurred to me that this was 

the norm. I stilt went along with the general view that most people pass 

away with a close relative nearby holding their bony old hands and 

mouthing: 'I love you.' But this scenario is as much a fantasy as that 

bereavement is about crying and sobbing and then getting over it. 

(Ironside, 3 996, p. xii) 
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Over time, as grief has become more solidly placed within the person of 

the bereaved, the social regulation of mouming has become more diverse. 

When reading obituaries in the newspaper, one can see growing diversity of 

language used to pay tribute to the deceased. Mourners are often invited to 

wear bright colors and to join in a celebration of life rather than attend a funeral. 

While I believe there can be merit in living into celebration, 1 am also left to 

wonder if this is yet another obscuring of the suffering and sorrow that can be 

part of bereavement as well. Walter (1998) claims we have an enormous lack of 

information about the sociology of bereavement. While well understood 

mouming practices, inscribed into cultural rites and ritual, exist, some have 

questioned if these practices might be more sociologically functional than 

psychologically beneficial for the bereaved (Mitford, 1963; Walter, 1998). Are 

mouming practices, the entry requirements, privileges, restrictions and 

obligations for the bereaved or for others? Can we so clearly define 'them and 

us'? How do they intersect with the more hidden world of grieving as understood 

through psychological literature? As I moved from exploring the experience of 

bereavement in public discourse to the private realms of grieving, I carried with 

me these questions. 

(Re) Viewing Psychological Imperatives about Bereavement 

As anthropologists and sociologists have largely focused their attention 

on funeral and mouming customs related to bereavement, they have viewed the 

experience from a largely communal lens (Cleary, 1999). Psychologists, on the 
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other hand, have primarily located bereavement, and more specifically the 

experience of grief, within the individual. Over time, the way in which 

bereavement has been understood within this framework has changed, yet it has 

essentially remained focused inward. In these days of constructivist critique, I 

wanted to see more clearly how particular theories and understandings have 

become established and to engage the questions we, as psychologists, have 

asked and failed to ask about bereavement. I believed this was particularly 

important as in some circles, psychological discourse is seen as more influential 

than sociocultural discourse in present day enactments of bereavement (Field 

et al., 1997). 

locatina arief within the person 
. . 

As I noted in the previous chapter, Sigmund Freud (1 91 711 961) was the 

first recorded mental health professional to explore bereavement within 

psychological realms. To do so, he located the experience of grief inside 

individuals by limiting his exploration to the cognitive, behavioral and affective 

expressions of grief. Using his clinical patients, Freud made two significant 

observations when comparing grief and melancholia or depression. First, he 

found that individuals who were bereaved or depressed were similar in 

behavioral and affective realms, but differed on cognitive ones. Similarities 

seemed to exist in painful feelings of rejection, loss of interest in the outside 

world, loss of the capacity to love and inhibition of usual activity. Differences 

seemed to exist in that depressed individuals were more cognitively self- 
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punishing than their bereaved counterparts. Second, he concluded that grieving 

is a normal process which can differ from depression, which he viewed as 

outside normal experience. 

Despite Freud's (1 91 711 961) assessment of grieving as a normal process 

or life experience, I was somewhat surprised to observe that he continued to 

approach and discuss his understanding of grieving from a biomedical or illness- 

based framework. While Freud conceptualized grief as a normal experience, he 

also wrote of it as a disease including symptoms which needed to be 

ameliorated for 'recovery' to have occurred. Perhaps his training as a physician 

was influential in his seeming adherence to viewing disruptions, even within the 

parameters of normal living, as problems (Capra, 1982). In positioning himself 

in this way, it was, as if, he sought to understand the experience of bereavement 

as a set of symptoms without regard for environmental or social contexts in 

which it may have occurred. 

From Freud's (1 91 711 961) assertion of grieving as a norrnal life 

experience filled with symptoms which need to be eliminated, I found that 

psychological literature generated about bereavement has largely focused on 

the latter rather than the former as critical for exploration. This focus is, 

perhaps, not alone due to Freud's writings, but as well, psychology's emphasis 

on studying problematic experiences in human experience. In particular, an 

emphasis has been placed on using empirical methods of inquiry which 

emphasize that which is observable and accessible in the problem at hand 
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(Bruner, 1990; Gergen, 1985; Valle, King & Halling, 1989). This commitment to 

empirical methods of inquiry has required psychologists to at times ignore 

contextual issues or variability within individual experience as 'too crude' to 

aperationalize. From this position, these issues have often been set aside or 

silenced in psychological realms, in effect stripping grief of broader potential 

meanings beyond illness and measuring it simply by mechanisms of individual 

adjustment to the outside world (Cleary, 1999). 

Erich Lindemann (1944) was part of this movement as he reinforced grief 

as located within individuals by focusing on symptoms of grieving in conducting 

the first empirical study of bereavement. As with Freud, Lindemann believed 

that not only were symptoms of grief present but they could be successfully 

transformed through psychiatric intervention. In addition to preoccupation with 

an image of the deceased, guilt, hostile reactions and loss of patterns of 

conduct, Lindemann is credited with identifying somatic disruptions which may 

occur when bereaved, including lack of strength and exhaustion, digestive 

symptoms, a sense of unreality, intense preoccupation with the deceased, and 

irritability. From an illness-based position of questioning, Lindemann also 

initiated conversation about morbid or pathological grief as different from normal 

grief. The debate about whether such a differentiation exists or is necessary 

continues to today (Stroebe, van Son, Stroebe, Kleber, Schut & van den Bout, 

2000). 

In my review of bereavement literature, it seemed that the symptoms 
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which F feud (1 91 711 961 ) and Lindemann (1 944) associated with grief continue 

to be largely unchallenged today. While the identification of symptoms which we 

may experience when bereaved can be useful, I also wonder if there is a sense 

that the person experiencing those symptoms is somehow lost as they become 

defined by their symptoms more so than their person. There is a distancing that 

seems to occur when we reduce human experience to symptoms and 

pathologize that which is still deemed as normal into an illness-based 

framework. The positioning of our thinking about bereavement from these 

frameworks has continued to have implications in the questions and answers 

which have arisen therein. 

As I continued tracing out historical highlights of bereavement literature, I 

began to see a trend emerging from an essential world view which seemed to 

want to build a universal scientific theory of bereavement. Arising from the 

context of common symptoms we may experience when bereaved, researchers 

began to develop theories which delineated stages one would move through to 

reduce the presence of these symptoms and resolve their loss (Attig, 1996; 

Bowlby, 1961 ; Carter, 1989; Parkes & Weiss, 1983; Solari-Twadell, Bunkers, 

Wang 8 Snyder, 1995; Worden, 1991 ). Perhaps not surprisingly, these theorists 

have developed stages which both place grief within the person and prescribe 

appropriate responses to loss. Moss, Resch and Moss (1997) reviewed stage 

models of bereavement and found that the majority contained strong cognitive, 
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behavioral and emotional patterns of experience. While each theory varies 

slightly from others, an overview reveals the following general stages: (a) shock, 

disbelief, longing, preoccupation with the deceased, acute awareness of sights, 

sounds and smells that call the deceased to mind, yearning, searching for the 

deceased, numbness, withdrawal of defenses, and denial; (b) experiencing the 

full force of bereavement including somatic distress, restlessness, irritability, 

purposelessness, and hopelessness, and (c) subsiding experiences, reduction 

of intensity of emotion and preoccupation with the deceased, and constructing a 

new way of being in the world. 

While the language used to describe movement through these processes 

has become more open over time, shifting from stages (Bowlby, 1961 ), to 

phases (Parkes & Weiss, 1983), to tasks (Worden, 1991 ), to themes (Carter, 

1989; Solari-Twadell et al., 1995) to facets (Attig, 1996), all models reflect the 

imperative that bereaved individuals will work through each aspect in a variable 

fashion to arrive at a place of wmpletian. I became aware that these theories 

seem to support a belief of one developmental path for all individuals and 

encourage labeling deviation from it as abnormal (Littlewood, 1993). As well, I 

viewed these theories as aligned with culturally acceptable (that is Euro-centric) 

expressions of grieving, which can hide the potential reality of raw emotion 

which can be present. Finally, there is, inherent in each of these models, a 

number of assumptions and questions about grieving which, although often 

written about decisively, remain unclear and perplexing to me. These include the 
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conceptualization of grief as work, the role of counselling, and the meaning of 

grief resolution. 

ef work? There is the assumption that grieving involves an active 

rather than passive response from the bereaved. Freud (I 91711 961 ) wrote of 

the "work of mouming" and later, Lindemann (1944) coined the term "grief work" 

to describe grieving as an intentional, active experience. As one grieves, the 

intention of this work is to reduce grief symptoms, relinquish ties to the 

deceased, and finally find new patterns of rewarding interaction. This 

conceptualization of grief as work was strongly linked to stage theories as it is 

oriented to cognitive, behavioral and affective responses. For example, Worden 

(1 991 ) described the tasks of mouming as: (a) accepting the reality of the loss, 

(b) working through the pain of grief, (c) adjusting to an environment in which the 

deceased is missing, and (d) emotionally relocating the deceased and moving 

on with life. Likewise, Parkes and Weiss (1983) specified the need to (a) 

intellectually recognize and explain the loss, (b) emotionally accept the loss, and 

(c) develop a new identity. 

While the use of stage models and grief work has been advocated largely 

in psychological literature for their educational usefulness in working with the 

bereaved (Alexy, 1982; Rando, 1984; Raphael & Nunn, 1 988; Trolley, 1993; 

Worden, 1991 ), 1 found that questions have begun to emerge about their 

universal application. The need to consider individual and situational differences 

in coping as well as potentially positive functions of avoiding some aspects of 
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grief are present (Kallenberg, 1992; Stroebe, 1992-93). Some authors question 

the notion that one seemingly can control and direct the experience of grieving 

through stages and offer challenges such as "You do not work through 

bereavement. It works through you" (lrmside, j996, p. xvii). 

In what way might North American culture influence our understanding of 

grieving as work, an obstacle to be overcome? Is grieving only about work, or 

might it also be about other things? What is our understanding of what 

constitutes 'work'? Is it necessary for everyone to grieve in the same way or 

arrive at the same end point? Does such an end point exist? These questions 

are only some of which might be posed for your reflection, and for which I can 

offer no definitive answers. I have, however, come to believe that we need to 

have continued skepticism when expecting universal responses from the 

bereaved and to make space for individual differences to emerge. 

at do we mean u i e f  counsellingZ While stage models and grief 

work concepts are advocated for use with bereaved individuals, I found that 

surprisingly little has been done beyond these efforts to extend our 

understanding of grief counselling. While goals for grief counselling have been 

developed, they usually arise from stage models of grief or clinical practice, and 

as such, support universal approaches and goals when working with the 

bereaved. Worden (1 991 ) identified the goals of counselling as (a) increasing 

the reality of the loss, (b) expressing of affect, (c) overcoming impediments to 

readjustment, and (d) saying good-bye and reinvesting in life. Rando (1 984) 
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supported the importance of counselling to help individuals to (a) verbalize 

feelings and recollections of the deceased, (b) identify and resolve secondary 

losses and unfinished business, and (c) accommodate to the loss and re- 

investing in new life. In addition, some literature supports the use of music, 

visual arts, reading, support groups, physical exercise, journalling and guided 

imagery with the bereaved (Clark 8 Goldney, 1995; McQuaide, 1995; Melges & 

DeMaso, 1980; Morairty, Carroll 8 Controneo, 1996; Ruskay, 1996). 

While grief counselling has highlighted its connection to stage models, I 

question how globally we can extend these models when working with the 

bereaved. There appears to be a virtual absence of counselling theory guiding 

our practice or influencing this field. There does not exist a clear body of work 

which outlines possibilities for counselling beyond those noted above. As such, 

some research is beginning to explore what we mean by grief counselling. 

Grad (1996) saw the work of the therapist as a trained listener who 

facilitates the bereaved in finding their own healing strategies and supporting 

them in the way they cope with grief. Solari-Twadell et al. (I 995) saw the most 

valuable asset to the grieving person as the presence of another. Similarly, 

Nolen-Hoeksema, Parker and Larson (1 994) found individuals with poorer social 

support, more concurrent stressors and higher levels of post-loss depression 

experienced more rumination than those with higher social support, fewer 

stressors and lower initial depression when bereaved. This finding was 

supported by Moriarty et al. (1 996) who found that bereaved parents with lower 
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social support experienced higher distress in bereaved populations. 

While offering social support to the bereaved through listening and 

facilitating their grieving process is important, I find it interesting to consider if 

this is counselling or simply caring and compassion? Is it enough for us as 

counsellors to simply listen and support? Does professional counselling make a 

difference and in what way? If we are providing such counseHing, what theories 

are guiding our work beyond universal stage models? While some researchers 

have begun to more closely tie counselling theory to grief counselling practices 

(Neirneyer, 1999; Viney, 1991), the debate continues as others call for more 

realistic expectations of our intewentions and the recognition that counselling is 

not for everyone (Lund and Caserta, 1 997-1 998). 

at IS ar~ef resolution? Inherent in stage models, grief work and to 

some extent, grief counselling, there exists an idea that, universally, the 

bereaved will reach a point in time where they complete their grieving, 

culminating in a letting go of their loved one. However, in reviewing literature 

about this phenomena, I rather quickly became aware of its lack of uniformity. 

What is meant by resolution or grief recovery? What is meant by letting go? How 

do we know when we have arrived at this place? Researchers have measured 

resolution through observations including the presence of attitude change, return 

to pre-bereavement functioning, lack of crying, and investment in new 

attachments (Carter, 1989; Lund & Caserta, 1997-98; Moss et al., 1997). This 

lack of clear consensus by experts in the field of what we understand resolution 
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and letting go to mean may make definitively assessing its presence rather 

problematic. 

While issues exist in what we mean by letting go, a further dilemma has 

emerged through a requestioning of the importance of severing ties or letting go 

of the deceased. While earlier authors (Bowlby, 1961 ; Freud, 191 711 961 ; 

Lindemann, 1944) wrote of the necessity to relinquish attachments and return to 

pre-bereavement status, stage models (Attig, 1996; Parkes & Weiss, 1983; 

Worden 1991 ) have tried to refine our understanding to see letting go, not as a 

literal interpretation of complete absence of memory or relationship, but rather 

as re-definement of relationship. More recently, researchers have renewed 

challenges to the 'letting go' imperative by suggesting that we may never come 

to a complete and literal closure in our grieving, including letting go of our loved 

one (Hogan & DeSantis, 1 992; Rosenblatt, 1996; Stroebe, Gergen, Gergen & 

Stroebe, 1996). 

In contrast to stage models which are prescriptive in nature, the above 

noted researchers talked with bereaved individuals to ascertain how they 

grieved rather than using standardized instruments or clinical observation for 

verification. The bereaved individuals they conversed with indicated they 

continued to maintain relationships with loved ones through talking with them, 

finding ways to keep them alive through objects, involving themselves in causes 

related to their loved ones or making decisions based on what they might have 

advised. In other words, the bereaved have perhaps not necessarily adhered to 
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the prescriptive imperatives we have developed and placed on them, but rather 

have found their own way to live with their loss. 

In concert with these explorations, Silverman and Klass (1996) 

challenged the long held belief that continuing attachments with the deceased 

are pathological. They believed that insisting on a separateness that requires 

very clear boundaries between people is related to a mechanistic or scientific 

view of human functioning which fails to appreciate the importance of connection 

and relationship with individuals even beyond death. Over time, psychologists 

began to realize that locating grief within individuals and expecting universal 

responses and experiences, regardless of relational issues, was perhaps limited. 

In response, they began to search for other ways to open up this experience. 

In the early 1980 '~~  greater disenchantment with the limits of logical- 

empirical research and scientific methods began to emerge within the 

psychology (Osbome, 1994). As psychologists, we increasingly began to 

question both the philosophies and methodologies we used in research (Klein & 

Westcott, 1 994). In time, a growing recognition emerged for the need to use 

new research methodologies in exploring human experience, including 

bereavement. Questions about the universality of experience, the quest for 

indubitable truth and the limitation of empirical methods in understanding some 

issues of lived experience led psychological researchers to seek out other ways 

to understand experience beyond a 'one size fits all' approach (Polkinghome, 

1983). Through an increased awareness of bias in psychological research that 
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sought to explain all experience, psychologists began to explore ways to engage 

the particular as well as the general of human experience. In the field of 

bereavement research, this quest for the particular led to increased attention 

being given to relational issues in loss. 

a to Dav &ention to the oa r t i cu l~  

Amidst the flurry of research which located grief within the individual and 

sought to find universal truths about the experience and its resolution, questions 

began to emerge which called us to take into consideration not only the fact that 

a loss had occurred, but some of the contextual issues surrounding the death. 

Does the expectedness or unexpectedness of the death affect the experience of 

bereavement? Are there differences in the experience of bereavement when 

dealing with death of a spouse, child, parent? Do differences exist in the way 

men and women grieve? As these questions emerged, researchers began to 

focus their attention on addressing these issues. 

One area which has received considerable attention involves comparison 

of bereavement due to sudden or unexpected death (e.g. homicide, accident, 

suicide) to anticipated death following chronic illness or natural causes (Barrett 

& Scott, 1990; Grad & Zavasnik, 1996; Mclntosh & Kelly, 1992; Nelson & Frantz, 

1996; Range & Niss, 1990; Reed, 1993; Sanders, 1982-1 983; Silverman, Range 

& Overholser, 1994-1 995; Thompson 8 Range, 1992-1 993; Trolley, 1993; 

Vargas, Loya & Hodde-Vargas, 1989). In reviewing these studies, it was 

interesting to note that the nature of bereavement and potential reactions in 
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grieving were largely attributed to the manner of death, often disregarding other 

criteria such as type of relationship lost, time since death, or other 

considerations which might have been influential as well. I was called to 

question if I was again encountering the same trap of ignoring some aspects of 

experience in order to create a 'clean' study of a particular aspect of a 

phenomena. Despite this shortcoming, it was interesting to observe two overall 

'significant' findings of this work. 

. .  . . . 
oes ant~c~oatrna death make a d~fference In ar~ev~na? Researchers 

have aimed to decipher any potential effects of knowing ahead of time that death 

is imminent ( Bass, Noelker, Townsend & Deimling, 1990; Parkes & Weiss, 1983; 

Rando, 1984; Robinson, Nuamah, Lev & McCorkle, 1995). Questions seemed to 

be in search of any potential benefits which might ameliorate the extent of 

grieving following death. Findings in these studies seem to indicate that 

individuals who have some forewarning of loss may find an opportunity to initially 

explore for themselves what the loss might mean before the death occurs. Time 

might be spent talking with the dying, saying goodbye or thinking about some 

areas which might change in their life once the death has occurred. However, 

there is, of course, no guarantee that having time available would ensure such 

usage of it and despite the potential helpfulness of this time, in the end, these 

researchers claimed that processes undertaken are not an early onset of 

grieving. In fact, the existence of 'anticipatory grieving' and its potential place in 

the experience of grieving is currently under question (Attig, 1996; Fulton & 
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. . 
oes the manner of death affect the arlevlna ~rocess? Attention has 

been paid to delineating differences in the process of grieving for those 

bereaved through culturally deemed 'more tragic1 deaths (e.g., suicide, murder, 

accident) with those bereaved through more culturally acceptable deaths (e-g., 

natural causes). Review articles in this area find that those bereaved by suicide, 

murder or accident may experience a greater number of initial grief reactions. 

However, the presence of these reactions does not necessarily indicate that the 

experience of bereavement will be more distressing or pathological, In other 

words, more does not indicate worse. As well, researchers claim that over time 

there are more similarities than differences in grieving processes and outcomes 

of the suddenly bereaved compared with those who may have anticipated the 

death (Barrett & Scott, 1990; Mclntosh, 1993; Mclntosh & Kelly, 1992; Reed, 

1993; van der Wal, 1 989-1 990). 

Regarding the importance of time to prepare for death and the effects of 

how the death occurred related to grieving processes, my overall understanding 

of the literature seems to indicate insignificant differences. That being said, I am 

led to question why we have, and continue, to produce research concerning 

these questions. What makes these questions inherently important to 

understand? How is it that we have come to frame how the person died as 

important? How might the questions we have asked influence what the 

bereaved experience, regardless of our findings? Do we want to believe that 
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preparation is possible to ward off some of the painfulness of what might happen 

for us following death of a loved one? Have our questions and methods of 

research in our quest for particulars amidst the general experience of 

bereavement led us back to universality once again? 

Qoes it matter who died? Another way in which I found researchers have 

worked to pay attention to the particular in bereavement research is through 

attending to different types of kinship loss. In working with issues related to 

children and attachment, John Bowlby (1 961 ) noticed what he perceived to be 

similar reactions to attachment loss and loss through death. While Bowlby, as 

with Freud (191711 961) and Lindemann (1 W), paid attention to symptoms and 

stages of recovery, a significant difference in his work was the opening up of 

dialogue about the potential importance of attachment in the experience of 

bereavement. Hardt (1 978-79) credited Bowlby with bringing bereavement into 

an interpersonal framework as opposed to a strictly intra psychic one. Through 

raising questions about the differing nature of attachments, Bowlby's work 

initiated an increased recognition of the need to pay attention not only to the fact 

that someone died, but also to who that someone was to the bereaved. 

In response to the importance of relationship, I found a plethora of 

research which attempted to link relationship and loss. The majority of this 

research has focused almost entirely on the experience of bereavement within a 

nuclear family. While much of this research has been psychological in nature, I 

believe it illustrates the enmeshment of socio-cultural values and individual 
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experience. Why might it be that we have focused our questions within the 

family? In what ways do we elevate the culturally determined 'nuclear family' as 

pre-imminent over other types of relationships? How do we decide which 

relationships within the family are most important to investigate? While answers 

to these questions remain illusive in the literature, some level of response has 

been generated in what has been produced. 

Within the experience of adult bereavement, death of a spouse and death 

of a child have received the greatest research attention. The death of a spouse 

is viewed as impacting identity and daily living for the mourner, especially when 

the marital relationship was viewed as either ambivalent or highly integral to the 

identity of the bereaved (Bass et al., 1990; Brabant, Forsyth & Melancon, 1992; 

Conant, 1996; Lopata, 1996; Moss & Moss, 1996; Parkes & Weiss, 1983; 

Robinson et al., 1995). In some cases, spouses may, as well, be confronted 

with secondary losses, such as financial security, change of social status and 

support networks, and changes on both affective and functional realities 

(Stroebe et al., 1988). The death of a child has been defined in our culture and 

through ensuing research as one of the more difficult losses in one's life. It can 

demand the need for identity re-formation and challenge assumptions that 

children should outlive their parents. In particular, the course of bereavement for 

this type of loss is deemed permissible to extend far beyond the initial year 

following the death (Klass, 1 993; Miles & Demi, 1 983-84; Rando, 1 983; Riches & 

Dawson, 1996; Rubin, 1996) 
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Death of a parent has received secondary attention in adult bereavement 

research. Studies of parental loss have focused on factors which may influence 

the acceptance of the death, meanings attached to the death, and the influence 

of meaning-making on the length and experience of the grieving process (Bower, 

1 997; Buchsbaum, 1996; Ken, 1 994; Scharlach & Frederiksen, 1993). Factors 

identified as possibly impacting these issues were related to values and beliefs 

about the nature of the death, feelings and memories of the parent, and a 

greater sense of one's own mortality and self-reliance. 

As I sat in the library reviewing the reams of abstracts that have been 

produced about bereavement research, I began to realize there were 

relationships both within and outside the nuclear family which have been largely 

unaddressed in academic literature. These relationships included, but were not 

limited to, those of aunt, uncle, sibling, cousin, grandparents, friends, colleagues 

and often socially stigmatized relationships such as homosexual couples, 

extramarital affairs, and divorced spouses. As well, I began to recognize that 

research investigating gender differences in bereavement followed very 

traditional cultural discourses perhaps again falling prey to our desire to look for 

the particular, but again finding ourselves retracing and reinforcing the general. 

Does m d e r  matter? In some respects, grieving has a very feminine face 

in North American culture. Our cultural representations of grief are more often 

seen on the faces of women in newspapers, bwks and art than those of men 

(Hockey, 1997). The emotional expressions of women grieving have perhaps 
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highlighted rather than hindered opening up possible experiences of grieving. 

While we may recognize that patterns of grief are influenced by gender, not 

determined by it (Martin and Doka, 2000), I believe there exists deeply 

embedded ideas in the interpretations used to talk about grief and gender. By 

and large, these interpretations support views of traditional gender discourses, 

simply claiming 'women cry and men don't'. For the most part, I found women's 

emotional expressions of grieving are interpreted as more pathological than 

men's stoicism. 

The major emphasis on gender and grieving has been related to death of 

a spouse or child (Parkes, 1986). Women's grieving experience has been 

interpreted as more difficult because they may tend to cry more, seek out help, 

and have ongoing needs to talk about their loss. Conversely, men's experience 

has been interpreted as less affected by grieving based on their perceived ability 

to invest energies in being strong for others and more quickly remartying 

following spousal loss (Gilbar & Dagan, 1 995; Morairty et al., 1 996; Moss et al., 

1997; Schwab, 1990; Stroebe & Stroebe, 1983). 

On what basis have these interpretations been made? In my mind, not 

only do they follow simplistic societal perceptions about differences between 

men and women, they also subscribe to a theory which interprets healthy or 

appropriate grieving within a framework that preserves Western notions of the 

autonomous, self-reliant individual as most functional (Cleary, 1999). This 

framework is largely derived from masculine gender role behavior which ignores 
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feminine gender role behaviors as potentially different from those of men (Miller, 

1976). As well, I found a lack of recognition in bereavement literature of 

research which has highlighted gender differences in development and female 

experiences of health and well-being including the importance of relationship 

rather than individuality (Belenky et al., 1986; Gilligan, 3 982; Jordan, Kaplan, 

Miller, Stiver & Surrey, 1991). 

Despite our attention to particular role losses and gender differences, a 

number of difficulties exist with these efforts. I believe researchers who study 

particularities in loss often fail on two accounts. First, there can be a tendency 

to pay attention to some particulars, such as manner of death or role of the 

deceased, without regard to other potentially influencing factors. Second, in 

research investigating relationship issues, questions asked often fail to address 

the relationship beyond role definition. Parkes (1 986) reported that the meaning 

of the relationship with the deceased holds more significance than relational 

status in bereavement experiences. Reed and Greenwald (1 991 ) concurred that 

the quality of the relationship shared in life may be more important than the 

defined role of the relationship in the life of the bereaved. 

While attempts by researchers to broaden our understanding of 

bereavement have highlighted some of the particular issues which may influence 

the bereaved, I question if we are again confronting the same issue of making 

essentialist statements about individuals as we did when we simply applied 

stage models without consideration of contextual issues. For example, if we 
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support the view of attachment in relationships as unique to the individuals 

involved (Bowlby, 1961), then we must allow room for the meanings of the loss 

to be more particular than simple role relationship. Can we claim that women 

grieve all losses or even similar losses in the same way? While we can say 

differences may exist in bereavement when a sibling dies compared to other 

types of losses, I believe there still likely exists differences in grieving within this 

loss category. 

As an illustrative point, if you, as reader, have siblings, consider your 

relationship with each brother or sister. Now consider what it might be like to 

experience the death of one sibling in particular. When this sibling dies, your 

bereavement experience and those of your remaining siblings, even within the 

same family, are likely to differ. While collectively you may suffer the loss of 

what you have shared as a family or sibling group, what each of you have 

shared in your individual relationship with this brother or sister is likely to be 

different in life and henceforth, in death. This being the case, is it not also likely 

that death of a brother or sister might differ from one person to another outside 

of a family grouping? 

This questioning led me to wonder if the questions we have begun to ask 

about the particular have revealed most significantly that we need to 

particularize these questions in more complex ways and open ourselves up to 

areas we have not begun to address adequately. It compelled me to consider 

that the focus of my research, an exploration into what it might be like to have a 
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sibling die in adulthood, needed to proceed in ways which opened up a great 

deal of latitude in interpretation and understanding. I was beginning to see that 

in order for the particular to be present, I might need to find ways to move 

forward, leaving open the potential diversity of this experience without the need 

to arrive at a definitive, universal ending of understanding. 

Summary of (Re) View of the Literature 

As I have traced out what has been written about the experiences of 

bereavement, mouming and grief, I trust that you have followed along as reader 

and interpreter in this process. Out of the overarching experience of 

bereavement, we have come to differentiate mouming and grief. Mourning has 

been explored as primarily an extrinsic experience and emphasizes the 

importance of rite and ritual through sociologicat, anthropological and 

theological endeavors. Grief has been explored as primarily an intrinsic 

experience and emphasizes models of grieving, the importance of grief work and 

the influence of contextual issues such as role relationship and manner of death 

as important. Given that this field has been explored psychologically for less 

than 100 years, it is, on the one hand, rather remarkable to reflect on the 

diversity of issues related to grief that have been explored. On the other hand, 

all academic and cultural traditions reviewed have given us an understanding of 

particular aspects of these experiences to the exclusion of others. 

de Vries (1 997) identified four themes as illustrative of current 

understandings in this area: (a) bereavement is a complex experience including 
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multidimensional (psychological and physical) and multidirectional (gainsllosses, 

intrusive/comforting thoughts) aspects; (b) bereavement occurs in context 

(personal and socio-historical); (c) bereavement is influenced by the nature of 

the lost relationship and the role the deceased played (affective and functional); 

and (d) the endpoint of bereavement is both variable and unclear. I found that 

Rosenblatt (1 996) concurred stating that grief is a blend of emotional, cognitive, 

and behavioral reactions to loss which may vary for specific individuals and 

different types of loss. These reactions may change for the same person, 

depending on the loss they are facing and the secondary losses associated with 

the death. While grieving may never end. it is also not continuous. What has 

been lost emerges for the person over time, and a grief that comes and goes can 

be defined as lessened grief. 

As noted earlier, there is an absence of information about the experience 

of adult sibling bereavement and women's experience of grieving. From my 

perspective, the titerature had established a need not only to address these 

areas, but to find ways to address bereavement in new ways. There is a need to 

pay attention to the significance of relationship beyond role definition - in other 

words. to find ways for multiple realties about the experience to exist without 

needing to arrive at a universal understanding. As well, I've come to believe that 

it is important to pay attention to the experience within culturalhistorical 

contexts, including that of gender and diversity of race, religion and other 

contextual parameters. 



While science has offered us a particular way to understand the 

experience of bereavement, mourning and grief, I was interested in extending 

what was known as well as finding new ways to do so. I believed it would not 

suffice to simply develop a theory that would apply to all women or all bereaved 

adult siblings. I wanted to find a way to highlight not only potential similarities, 

but also to honor and maintain any differences which might exist within and 

between experiences. This realization verified for me the need to delve further 

into an area I had contemplated as a possibility in this endeavor - that of 

herrneneutic phenomenology. 



CHAPTER THREE 

CLEARING THE GROUND 

It is the very nature of understanding to proceed projectively, to 
forge ahead and clear the ground within which entities to be 
investgated make their appearance. One begins not by clearing 
away all presuppositions but by stating them explicitly and clearly in 
order to penetrate them all the more fully. Its aim is to ensure not 
that the treatise is free of presuppositions but that its pre- 
suppositions are deep enough and ample enough to encompass 
the matter at hand. The beginning must be rich enough to see to it 
that we do not assume too little. 

(Caputo, 1987, p. 67) 

This chapter further traces my journey with this research project and my 

reasons for doing so in a particular way. It will illuminate the investigative 

process I undertook to deepen my engagement with the experience of adult 

sibling bereavement as I sought to understand it more fully. Of utmost 

importance is the outlining of how I conducted this research to ensure the 

trustworthiness of this effort. 

Herein I will talk about doubts and dilemmas I faced, as well as decisions 

and actions taken. Primarily utilizing conversations with the women to guide the 

creation of research conclusions, the trustworthiness of text before you will be 

seen in the complexity of this experience and my prolonged and persistent 

engagement with it through writing, reading and reflection (Creswell, 1998; Hall 

& Stevens, 1991). In all of these efforts, the credibility of this work will be found 
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in how well the text is seen to reflect the research experience itself and how 

vivid and faithful the descriptions are to the lived experience of adult sibling 

bereavement (Beck, 1993). Through mapping out my process of settling on an 

approach, preparing the landscape, gathering the text, and living with it over 

time, I hope to bring you further with me into the soul of this project and to 

illuminate the trustworthiness of the paths I have explored. 

Settling on an Approach 

As discussed earlier, my decision to proceed with this research topic was 

not made easily. The decision to settle upon a particular approach to inquiry 

proved an equally daunting task. While I was interested in interpretive research 

and believed it best suited my topic, I was unsure which approach would guide 

me. In Spring 1998, 1 enrolled in a graduate course studying herrneneutic 

phenomenology having only a cursory understanding of what might be involved 

with this topic. During this course, I was able to clarify my general research 

interests and develop an initial understanding of this approach to inquiry. In 

retrospect, this course helped open up possibilities of what might be required 

when engaging with texts hermeneutically, yet the depth of what this means 

continues to be revealed to me over time. In my final journal entry for that class, 

I wrote: 

I have been called to move beneath the surface, to dig deeper. Well, this 

morning my shoulders ache under the weight of digging through the 

muck. The muck seems to be not only about the topic I have come to 
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claim, but also the muck of myself. I say this realizing the two are not 

separate but integrally part of each other. ( June 23, 1998) 

While I knew at some level that settling upon hermeneutic 

phenomenology niight prove a challenging journey, I also knew there was no 

choice. Intrinsic to this methodology seemed to be essential elements that so 

strongly connected to my thinking about this topic that I was literally called and 

compelled to claim it. This approach to research seemed to provide a possible 

way to engage not only the level of particularity I sought, but as well, made room 

for my own experience to be an essential rather than problematic presence. 

Having arrived at this realization, I knew that walking away and ignoring 

hermeneutic phenomenology as viable would have weakened this project and 

my own setf-integrity. 

Hemeneutic phenomenology is concerned with the life world or human 

experience as it is lived. The focus is towards illuminating details and seemingly 

trivial aspects within experience which may be taken for granted in our lives, with 

a goal of creating meaning and achieving a sense of understanding (Wilson & 

Hutchinson, 1991 ). Martin Heidegger believed understanding is a basic form of 

human existence in that understanding is not a way we know the world, but 

rather the way we are (Polkinghome, 1983). Heidegger (1 92711 962) emphasized 

historicality, a person's history or background, including what a culture gives a 

person from birth, as inseparable from one's understanding of the world. While 

Heidegger believed that people and the world are indissolubly related in cultural, 
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social and historical contexts, he also believed one's background cannot be 

made completely explicit (Munhall, 1989). 

An aspect of my attraction to herrneneutic phenemonology was found in 

its position of seeing historicality as inseparable from the interpretive process. I 

believed that cultural, historical and social issues are not simply contextual, but 

essential to understanding. I was eager to find a way not to dismiss the 

historicality of the participants' stories, but to find it woven into their experience. 

As well, I knew my interpretive stance would include my own historicality. 

Heidegger (1 92711 962) claimed that nothing can be encountered without 

reference to a person's background understanding. Meaning is found as we are 

constructed by the world while at the same time we are constructing this world 

from our own background and experiences. There is a transaction between the 

individual and the world as they constitute and are constituted by each other 

(Koch, 1995; Munhall, 1989). 

A critical element of the process of understanding is that of interpretation. 

To be human is to be interpretive (Heidegger, 192711 962). One cannot 'bracket' 

oneself out of the interpretive process for the interpreter brings certain 

background expectations and frames of meaning to bear in the act of 

understanding (Koch, 1996). Gadamer (1 96011 998) identifies 'prejudice' as 

conditions of knowledge that determine what we may find intelligible in any given 

situation. We have access to the world through our prejudices, which constitute 

our 'being'. 
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Another influence in settling on this approach came from knowing that my 

background and prejudices influence the way I am in the world. In particular, my 

experience of my sister's death changed my assumptions about the world and 

my place in it. I had no choice over the placement of these prejudices. They 

would be inseparable from my interpretive process as I knew my understanding 

of this experience, having lived it myself, was different than if I had not. 

Hermeneutic phenomenology enabled me to engage in a process of co-creation 

with participants in this study. The open acknowledgment of the historicalities 

and prejudices of each woman and myself as potentially enriching, rather than 

problematic, to the research process enabled me to feel I could move forward 

with authenticity. 

A final consideration in settling on hermeneutic phenomenology arose 

from the lack of research which has been conducted about adult sibling 

bereavement. When engaging an area little explored, I believe these topics are 

best pursued by inviting those who live the experience to be central in 

knowledge generation. As Hayne and Young (1 997) stated: 

In an area where little or no knowledge exists, first level inquiry is an 

appropriate and advantageous means of arriving at initial insights and 

gaining foundational knowledge. To this end, it is expedient to engage in 

research methodology that takes lived experience as its point of 

departure. Such a methodology is found in the human science of 

hermeneutic phenomenology. (p. 314) 
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My intent in this study was to listen to the participants' stories and to co- 

create ways to understand what the experience of losing a sibling in adulthood 

might be like for women. I planned to ask the women 1 conversed with "What 

has it been like for you to experience the death of your brother/sister?". The 

openness of this research question and the interpretations made would be 

guided by philosophical beliefs rather than by pre-conceived research methods 

(Annells, 1996; Gadamer, 196011 998; Heidegger, 192711 962; Koch, 1996; 

Packer & Addison, 1989; Polkinghome, 1983). My aim was to describe 

everyday experience as it is lived pre-refledively by questioning "What is it like 

...?". I believed this methodology would allow for guided freedom to explore the 

experience of these women and perhaps more fully bring to light essential 

elements of their stories as experienced by them. 

Preparing the Landscape: Philosophical and Personal Positions 

As hermeneutic phenomenology is a complex field of study with 

theoretical positions influencing methodological implications, I began by 

identifying the philosophical orientations which would guide my interpretations 

as well as my own assumptions about the experience of adult sibling 

bereavement. The explicit statement of these guiding principles, while 

challenging, provided a starting place for my research process. The inclusion of 

them in this document is consistent with my understanding of a hermeneutic 

approach to inquiry (Allen, 1996; Cotterill & Letherby, 1993). 



Postmodemism 

Postmodem perspectives promote an understanding of the world which 

reflects fragmented, complex lives and multiple views of reality rather than 

supporting the notion of one truth (Watson, 1995). These theories reject the 

notion of a metatheory (Lyotard, 1991) and uphold the belief that certain 

narratives are not more privileged than others. As postmodemists have their 

roots in a variety of European and American nineteenth and twentieth-century 

philosophies and social theories, they do not seem to call upon a single theory 

to capture the 'truth' because all understandings of the truth are thought to be 

likety incomplete and culturally bound (Miller, 1997). Caputo (1 987) emphasized 

hermeneutics as wanting to focus on the differences or uniquenesses of lived 

experience without necessarily resorting to theories applied to all individuals. 

Through positioning myself within postmodem perspectives, 1 planned to 

pay attention to the particular as well as the general within the texts (Gadamer, 

1 96011 998; van Manen, 1997). The purpose of this study was not to establish 

new theories of bereavement but to enter into relationship with the participants 

to co-create understanding of the lived experience of bereaved siblings. 

Through the co-construction of understandings with the women, I planned to find 

ways to pay attention and live with diversity of experiences and meanings in the 

interpretive process. This postmodem stance allowed the freedom to live with 

the particular in tension with the general as potentially compatible in their co- 

existence. I felt confident that this philosophical framework would support the 
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existence of multiple views of reality and experience which might be revealed in 

this research. 

Postmodem influences have encouraged a shift in epistemology from 

experience and perception to an epistemology of language and text. It is 

through language that individuals both discover and represent what is 

meaningful to them (Heidegger, 192711 962). Gadamer (1 960/1998) identified 

language as a fundamental mode of operation of our constituting and being in 

the world. "Language is the universal medium in which understanding occurs. 

Understanding occurs in interpreting" (Gadamer, 1960.1 998, p. 389). While 

ordinary language is a huge reservoir where a variety of human experience is 

deposited, van Manen (1996) cautioned that it can be fossilized in ways that put 

us out of touch with real life experience. In other words, there is likely more to 

be seen than what initially meets the eye. Culler (1982) viewed deconstruction 

as a means to see how language operates below the everyday level of 

consciousness to create meanings. Through looking deeply into language, to 

what is said and left unsaid, one might gain new understandings of experience. 

t planned my approach to the research conversations to be open, allowing 

the participants to take me with them in their narration. While in conversation 

with the women, I wanted to position myself in ways to pay attention to the use of 

language, trying to find meanings beyond those perhaps seen through literal 

reading (Miller, 1997). In my writing, I planned to use language which was 

'thick", evocative, analogical, as I assumed it to be best suited to the articulation 
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of personal meaning (Geertz, 1973). At times, I knew this language might be 

direct and uncomfortable. The experience of loss might call us to see things we 

might rather avoid. However, the intent of this study was to address issues of 

bereavement in ways which might uncover that which might be left unspoken or 

hidden by the bereaved. Gadamer (1 96011998) stated, "One can say something 

tactfully; but that will always mean that one passes over something tactfully and 

leaves it unsaid, and it is tactless to express what one can only pass over ... 

Thus tact helps one to preserve distancen (p. 16). 1 saw the use of authentic 

language as important, as it might foster understanding of the way the 

participants constructed their lives and place in the world following the death of 

their sibling. 

Finally, Caputo (1 987) writes of postmodem hermeneutics as attempting 

to stick to the original difficulty of life. He calls for consideration of strength and 

meaning being found in the midst of suffering or tragedy. When someone we 

love dies, we are likely to engage or enter into a struggle of life and therein hope 

to find, even for a moment, understanding. As I reviewed bereavement 

literature, there seemed to be a call for individuals to face the pain of this 

experience in order to find meaning and move forward rather than simply 

smoothing over the surfaces through avoidance or denial (Attig, 1996; Parkes, 

1986; Rando, 1984; Worden, 1991 ). Caputo (1 987) believed that suffering 

exposes the vulnerability of human existence, its lack of defense against the 

play of the flu or fluid movement of life. He stated: 
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Suffering is not a violation, not a vandal which comes crashing into life, 

destroying and undoing life. It is, on the contrary, part of life, a moment in 

its total output of energy, a phase of its movement, part of its overall 

momentum. Suffering belongs integrally to life and cannot be excluded. 

Consequently there is no question of protesting suffering, for that would 

be to protest life itself. Life is always incised by suffering, and that is a 

condition of its vitality. (p. 282) 

In my conversations with participants, I intended to pay attention to the 

ways in which they experienced and perhaps made meaning of loss and 

suffering. I felt committed to stay with the pain and disruption that might be part 

of these stories, rather than hurrying to 'make it all better.' My decision to do so 

was influenced not only by my own experience but also by my belief that 

suffering is part of the human condition, despite our culture and society's wish 

that it might be otherwise. 

Loss is the fire this time. We cannot come through it unscathed. When 

bereavement touches us, we look away, or we look inside. In our 

everyday lives, we do not talk about death. We try not to think about it. 

We invisibilize, sanitize, neutralize a process we cannot encompass and 

cannot come to terms with. We rarely try to comprehend how it 

specifically affects women. Yet it cannot be disputed that women's 

particular relationship to dying, their attitudes towards death, their 

responses to loss, have been shrouded in silence. (Cline, 1995, p. 21 ) 



In addition to postmodernism, I claimed feminism as integral to my 

interpretive stance. My view of feminist theory and philosophy as a collection of 

works rather than one unified perspective required me to try to delineate in what 

way feminism would be incorporated into this research. While diversity exists in 

this area, Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley (1988) identified some over- 

arching themes present in most feminist work: the focus of the research is 

women's experiences, as lived by a particular group of women; contextual 

issues, including feelings of the participants, are critical to the research 

endeavor; and the goal of the research is to improve the lives of women and all 

persons, through use of critical and activist approaches in research. In my study, 

I planned to pay particular attention to these feminist themes as well as insuring 

this project was written in language which was open and accessible. 

The primary text in this research was to be my conversations with 

bereaved sisters about their experience of loss. Included in these conversations 

would be their thoughts, feelings, actions, beliefs. A variety of writers discuss 

epistemological issues in feminist research (Allen, Allman & Powers, 1991 ; 

Campbell and Bunting, 1991 ; Cook and Fonow, 1990; Schick, 1994). These 

researchers highlight some of what I sought to highlight in this project: women's 

experience as legitimate sources of knowledge, the validity of subjective data, 

and the view of participants as experts on their own lives. Traditionally, male, 

white middle-class groups have defined 'norms' according to their own situation 
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and created what is viewed as objective and empirical truth (Allen, 1996). My 

intent in using feminist discourse was to challenge some of these assumptions 

and advocate for the inclusion of diversity in individual experience and the 

creation of knowledge. 

When I speak of a woman's experience, I do not hold the view that there 

is one essential or universal idea of what constitutes gender. feminism supports 

gender as a social construction and as with postmodernism, rejects the 

acceptance of any universal understandings of this construct (Forcey & Nash, 

1998). While women were to be the participants in this project, my intent was 

not to see them as a homogenous group, but to pay attention to the 

commonalities among women while not ignoring crucial differences (Jackson 8 

Jones, 1 998). 

As well, feminism would be included in this project through the 

interpretation of a woman's experience as purposeful rather that pathological 

and through a writing style which would allow accessibility to this experience. As 

noted in the previous chapter, current bereavement research on gender 

differences follows traditional male discourses of what constitutes health (Gilbar 

& Dagan, 1995; Moriarty et al., 1996; Nelson & Frank, 1996). Little research 

has been conducted into women's bereavement from a feminist perspective or 

taking into consideration women's identity and development. In this study, I 

intended to have my interpretations influenced by feminist work which identifies 

the uniqueness of women's experience as well as the need to understand health 
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and well-being in ways other than those found in traditional male discourse. 

Finally, the positioning of myself from a feminist perspective required, in 

my mind, a writing style which allowed the reader to understand this experience. 

In my reading of philosophical writings, I often struggled with doubt, and perhaps 

misconception, of what was being conveyed. I wanted to find a balance between 

honoring these philosophical ideals, yet writing about them and this experience 

in a way that a reader could easily follow. This posture of accessibility to 

information and discourse is essential to my understanding of feminism. 

Personal ~osltlons throuah self-reflexlvlty 
. . . . 

van Manen (1997) noted the importance of making explicit the 

understanding, beliefs and assumptions of the researcher as they interact with 

the knowledge being created in the process of hermeneutic phenemenology. My 

experiences influenced certain assumptions which I held about the world around 

me and the experience of a sibling dying in adulthood. Another important aspect 

in my preparing of the landscape for this research was the articulation of some of 

my assumptions about the experience I would be studying. My process of doing 

this was initiated through the use of a self-reflexive journal. 

A herrneneutic approach to inquiry demands self-reflexivity, an ongoing 

conversation about the experience while simultaneously living in the moment, 

actively constructing interpretations of the experience and questioning how 

those interpretations came about (Hertz, 1997). This process of self-reflection 

called upon me to position myself not only philosophically, but personally, in 
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preparation for the research endeavor. Not only was this self-reflection a critical 

part of preparation, it continued throughout the course of the project. 

The format of my journal was similar to a hermeneutic circle, describing 

the experience and moving back and forth between the part and the whole of the 

text (Heidegger, 1927/1962). 1 used my journal not only to place myself in the 

discourse, but to account for my thoughts, feelings and actions in the research 

process. The use of this journal compelled me to feel comfortable writing about 

this experience from a first person stance. As I was located within the discourse, 

I moved not only from using "I" but "we" and "our" to establish my inclusion in 

various intersubjective kinships including bereaved sister, researcher, counsellor 

and society in general (Jardine, 1994). 

Before beginning to gather the text, I included two primary writings in my 

journal. First, I outlined some of my assumptions about adult sibling 

bereavement, with the realization that they were continually changing and 

evolving even as I wrote them. 

I understand knowledge as constructed within historical, social and 

cultural contexts, with not one, but multiple truths and realties present in 

the world. 

I believe language is the medium through which one constructs and 

makes sense of their experience in the world. The interpretative process 

of henneneutic phenemenology requires language to be more likely 

tentative and open than absolute and closed. 
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I see women's experience of adult sibling death as an important topic of 

study. While loss of a loved one changes life forever, I see grieving as a 

normal rather than pathological process. As individuals grieve, their 

understanding of themselves and their world changes and is unlikely to 

return to exactly the same place as before their loss. 

I see individuals as the best experts on their own experiences. As they 

are the embodiment of their experience, a fuller meaning of their 

experience is likely only disclosed through them. 

I believe North American culture can influence individuals' experiences of 

bereavement. Examples of this may include difficulty in relating to the 

bereaved and prescribed expectations we have of the bereaved in their 

reaction to loss. 

I see having a sibling die in adulthood as potentially different than other 

types of death losses. I also see that the meaning of this loss may never 

be fully understood because of individual interpretation and the dynamic 

nature of the bereavement process. 

I believe women will want to talk about their experience of sibling death 

and new meanings or understandings may emerge through this process. 

I believe this research may benefit the field of counselling psychology by 

adding to a knowledge base which is recognized as lacking, providing 

understanding into women's bereavement experiences in adult sibling 

loss. (Journal entry, July 1998) 
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Second, I had a conversation with myself in the form of a self-intewiew. 

Using a tape recorder, I asked myself the question I planned to ask my 

participants. "What has it been like for you to experience the death of your 

sisterhrother?" Following this conversation, I transcribed its content to further 

position myself in the interpretive process. My reasons for doing a self-interview 

were not only to locate myself in the text, but to remain attuned to my feminist 

values of not wanting to ask participants to do anything I was not willing to do 

myself. While I recognized my experience of a self-conversation was different 

from that of a co-constructed one with another person, I felt it to be an important 

aspect of the integrity of this project. Having declared my philosophical and 

personal positions and having located them within the research landscape, I felt 

somewhat prepared to begin to gather the text. 

Gathering the Text 

As I prepared to engage in conversations with participants about the 

experience of adult sibling bereavement, I needed to become comfortable in 

living without a prescribed way in which to proceed. Henneneutic 

phenomenology does not outline a correct method to follow, but rather supports 

a creative approach to understanding, using whatever approaches are 

responsive to particular questions and the subject matter (Polkinghome, 1983). 

As a researcher, I needed to use my judgement and responsible principles of 

inquiry rather than rules to guide my engagement with the research process 

(Madison, 1988). In doing so, I had to proceed from a position which was both 
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open to what might emerge, yet guided by the philosophical bearings I had 

chosen to undergird this project (Osborne, 1994; van Manen, 1 997). 

As I pondered what it might be like to be open, yet grounded, I began to 

question how I would listen to the women's response to my question "What has it 

been like to experience the death of your sister/brother?" This self-reflection 

invited me to move into another line of exploration before beginning my 

conversations with bereaved sisters. While I recognized that understanding the 

experiences would occur through co-creation, I wanted to ensure I was listening 

from a chair as researcher rather than my familiat one as a counselior. In its 

Latin root, to listen means "to gather". Yet, what was it that I was preparing to 

gather? To help me become clearer about the similarities and differences of 

listening as a therapist and a researcher, I initiated conversations with 

colleagues who were both psycbologists and interpretive researchers. In talking 

with them about their experiences of listening in both realms, I was able to find 

my own position. Oakley (1 981 ) noted that the researcher's definition of the 

interview is of utmost importance as it ensures that she remains clear with 

respect to the role she is currently sitting in to maintain the integrity of the 

agenda and process at hand. In an effort to discern what I was wanting to 

gather, I wrote about some of my experiences of listening in my reflexive journal: 

There is something intriguing about listening. It is so simple, yet so 

complex, so important yet easily forgotten, so directive yet obscure. This 
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word and act that is so common in my everyday life, which I often use 

without thought of what I seek, holds power to shape my world and the 

world of those around me. In the very act of asking someone to speak, 1 

am called to listen. As counsellor, I listen to understand, validate, re- 

shape, heal. As researcher, I listen to learn, explore, understand, 

experience. How I prepare to listen seems to make a significant 

difference to what I will hear and understand. (Journal entry, December 

1997) 

. . 
~nd~ng bereaved s~s te r~  

Having established a clearer understanding of my position as researcher, 

I felt prepared to seek out research participants. In September 1999, 1 began to 

look for women who might be interested in talking with me about the experience 

of adult sibling bereavement. I contacted two community based grief support 

programs and notified other professional colleagues to locate potential 

participants. Using a letter of introduction (see Appendix A), I explained the 

intent and framework of the research projed. In particular, 1 was looking for 

women over the age of 25 years who had experienced the death of their brother 

or sister within the past six months to five years. For the purpose of this project, 

I understood a sibling to be biological, adopted or half-sibling who lived with the 

research participant in the context of a family during childhood and adolescence. 

My reasons for talking only with women stemmed from my interest in 

shaking up some of the beliefs about the pathological nature of women's grief 
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which were prevalent in bereavement literature, as well as the pragmatic belief 

that women might be more amenable to talk about their experience. As well, I 

was not interested in limiting the group by specifying the manner of death of the 

sibling, but rather wanted to look beyond the socially constructed importance 

placed on how a person died to the more expansive experience of loss. 

Although I had spent the last year immersing myself in bereavement and 

hermeneutic phenomenological literature, I felt some apprehension in embarking 

on this phase of the project. While I did not set out to find a particular number of 

women, I worried not only about finding participants, but asking them to give of 

their time for the completion of this research (Journal entry, August 1999). 

Sandelowski (1 986) stated that sample size cannot be definitively predetermined 

because it is dependent on the nature of the data collected and where the data 

may take the researcher. I decided I needed to talk with women until I felt I 

reached a clear enough understanding of the experience andlor until 

participants felt they could not offer further information to the process. 

Within three weeks of beginning, seven women telephoned me about 

participating in the project. Half of the women learned of the study through the 

community-based grief programs while the others came through word of mouth, 

in some cases hearing about it from other participants. 1 began my conversation 

with each woman by ensuring she had received and read a copy of the 

introductory letter. Following this initial contact, we arranged a time to meet 

either in her home or at my office. Five of the women requested our conversation 
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to occur in their home, while three occurred in my office. What continues to 

amaze me is that every woman who called me is in this project. When I spoke 

with each woman on the phone to arrange a time to meet, there was an absence 

of hesitancy and a presence of urgency to participate, 

While I have trusted that those who I need to talk with will find me, I am 

surprised at the ease with which they have arrived. And yet, perhaps not, 

as the ongoing opportunity to talk about this experience may be more 

important than I have perceived. (Journal entry, September 1999) 

Conversiu with the women 

In the end, eight women participated in this project, representing nine loss 

experiences, as the one woman experienced the death of two brothers within two 

weeks of each other. An autobiographical sketch of each woman is provided in 

Appendix B, including self-selected pseudonyms and a title of her experience 

which I drew from our conversation. Upon meeting with each woman, I asked her 

to read and sign a consent form (see Appendix C) before we began our 

conversation. Following this, we engaged in an audio-taped conversation about 

her experience, ranging from three and a half hours to one hour. I began each 

conversation by briefly telling them that I had experienced the death of a sister in 

adulthood and how I came to realize so little had been researched about this 

experience. My intent in beginning in this way was to facilitate the development 

of a safe and caring environment in which to proceed. Marcel (1 971) supported 

the presence of a caring relationship as critical to this type of exploration, 'When 
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I say that a being is granted to me as a presen ce.... this means that I am unable 

to treat him (her) as if he (she) were merely placed in from of me; between he 

(her) and me there arises a relationship which surpasses my awareness of him 

(her); he (she) is not only before me, he (she) is also with me" (pp. 24, 26). It 

was within this embodied relationship that I planned for our conversations to 

emerge and become the primary text in this project. 

I selected the term 'conversation' rather than interview to describe my 

interaction with the women, as I felt it fit the openness and fluidity of a co- 

constructed understanding that I hoped to experience. Kvale (1 996) noted, 

"Conversation is a basic mode of human interaction. Through conversations, we 

get to know other people, get to learn about their experiences, feelings, hopes 

and the world they live inw (p. 5). My plan was not to meet the women with a list 

of questions, rather to pose one question, and then to listen in a way which 

allowed their experience to guide me in what was important to know. As Deluze 

and Parnet (1 987) stated, 'This could be what a conversation is - simply the 

outline of a becoming ... since 'what' each becomes changes no less than 'that 

which' becomes" (p. 2). 

As we proceeded with our conversation, I came to ask them my question, 

'What has it been like for you to experience the death of your sisterJbrotherir I 

wanted to approach not only my question, but the conversational process with a 

great deal of openness, using few direct questions or inquiries. With little other 

prompting, each woman spoke of her experience, often speaking for up to a half 
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hour before pausing to consider what next to say. In some cases, I would ask 

for clarification about an aspect of the experience, but throughout each 

encounter, I remained grounded in my belief that what I needed to know would 

be revealed through our conversation. I did not ask many further questions or 

probes as I did not want the conversation to proceed in directions I deemed 

important. Rather I wanted it to evolve in ways important to each woman and 

found that little encouragement was needed for them to remain close to their 

lived experience. As they spoke, it was as though we were re-living the 

experience together. This authenticity of experience assured me that the 

experience was being lived from the inside out, not simply through simulations of 

what they thought they experienced (Geertz, 1973). At the end of the project, I 

had at least two conversations with each woman, and many conversations are 

ongoing as I write. 

Living with the Text 

Aside from the conversations themselves, writing and reading were 

important aspects of the project. Each woman and I engaged in a hemeneutic 

circle of understanding as we conversed and worked together to bring life to the 

experience being explored. Prior to, during, and following each conversation, I 

would use my journal to document not only my actions, but my reflections about 

the experience of each conversation as well. Allen (1 995) stressed the 

importance of reading and writing as core to the production of meaning in 

hermeneutic strategy, while Creswell(1998) supported the use of a decision trail 
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to document the research process. In my journals, I wanted to insure that both of 

these elements were produced. Following my first conversation, I wrote: 

The first conversation was scheduled following a flurry of phone calls. I 

felt a bit apprehensive and excited at the same time as I drove to our 

meeting. I arrived with one question and left with volumes. I feel 

ovenvhelmed and fearful of what I am to do with all that emerged, 

knowing full well there is more to come. I arrived home exhausted and 

wide awake after nearly 4 hours of conversation. (Journal entry, 

September 26, 1 999) 

Following each meeting, I arranged for all conversations to be transcribed 

by Pat, a woman with extensive experience transcribing psychological research 

verbatirns. I then sat and listened to each audio tape, following along with the 

typed verbatim, at times needing to complete a sentence where what was said 

by a participant was inaudible to the transcriptionist, yet audible to me. This 

process of listening to the tape and following along with the typed verbatim was 

completed at least six times for each conversation over a period of several 

months. Interwoven with the listening was further writing, reading and reflection 

as I proceeded. 

Initially, I attempted to utilize heremeneutic imagination by asking what 

was possibly at work in the particular ways of speaking or acting in the 

conversation (Smith, 1991). 1 was working to pay attention to what was said and 

unsaid, the way in which things were said, and potential meanings found in 
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silence. I wanted to pay attention to what was potentially 'between the lines', as 

verbatims do not necessarily capture all of what is 'really said' in conversations 

(Kvale, 1996). Three months into this process, I found myself shaken and 

questioning if I could proceed. 

I mash with exhaustion. My body aches, wracked with the pain and 

sadness I hear. My emotions are raw. It is not so much that it is mentally 

hard to listen, it is physically and emotionally exhausting. Can I do this? 

What do I need to be doing? I don't know if I can do it. These stories 

wash over me and overwhelm me. I doubt my ability to be able to do this, 

to give justice to these stories. I feel an enonnous obligation to the women 

1 have talked with. I feel anxious and afraid. (Journal entry, November 21, 

1999) 

Deeply immersed in the middle of this project, I had the fortunate and 

unfortunate experience of breaking my arm due to a fall on the ice. While I 

would have rather not had this happen, it was fortunate in that my 

convalescence provided innumerable hours to sit and listen to the tapes when 

little other activity was possible. Slowly, over time, I began to find my way 

through the ongoing conversation about the experience while simultaneously 

living in the moment, actively constructing interpretations of the experience and 

questioning how those interpretations came about (Hertz, 1997). 1 moved back 

and forth between the parts and the whole of the text in a herrneneutic circle and 

in a sense, began to write my way further into and through this process 



77 

(Heidegger, 192711 962). 

Unsure of exactly how to proceed, I decided to engage in holistic and 

selective reading approaches of each conversation in an effort to find my way 

mare deeply into this experience (van Manen, 1997). 1 re-read and re-listened to 

each conversation several times and asked myself, 'What phrase or title may 

capture the fundamental meaning or main significance of this text as a whole'? 

In all cases, I found these titles, noted within the next chapter and the 

autobiographical sketches in Appendix B, within each story, in the language of 

each woman. I then revisited each text in a selective manner asking, 'What 

statements or phrases seem particularly essential or revealing about the 

experience being discussed'? As I began to pull out these statements, I quickly 

became aware of the fluidity and diversity of each experience. The stories were 

not linear and many did not have a clear beginning or ending. I cut and pasted 

each of these statements from the transcripts and ended up with my desk filled 

with seemingly random, yet evocative statements. 

As I trusted the hermeneutic process and continued with writing, 

reflecting, and more writing, I began to find ways to cluster some of the 

statements into elements of the experience. At first, I found this process to be 

difficult. While many of the statements fit into a particular aspect of the 

experience, what the women spoke of related to this element varied 

tremendously. Over time, I reached a point where I felt I was in need of further 

conversations with the women. 
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Being aware that I had not spoken to some of them for months, I wanted 

to ensure the timing of this mailing was appropriate for them. Not only was I was 

sensitive to the fact that the materials were evocative, but also I wanted to 

ensure the women were not surprised in receiving them. Following a phone call 

to each woman, I prepared and mailed to them the full transcript of our 

conversation as well as a summary of some initial thoughts and aspects of the 

experience I was seeing emerge from the interpretive process. I asked them to 

review and reflect upon these documents before I called them to converse 

further. 

Upon talking again with each woman, I was re-awakened to the ongoing 

presence of the experience for her. All indicated that our initial conversation 

reflected their experience and my general impressions were suitable. None of 

the women requested changes or deletions to their verbatims. From there, they 

talked about what had been happening for them related to their loss since our 

first conversations. Some found re-conversing with the text very painful and 

were surprised at the power of their story. Others commented that while the 

transcript reflected what they felt was important, they had new understandings 

and meanings of the experience due to the passage of time. Still others were in 

the middle of painful periods of grieving while some were realizing newness of 

direction in their lives. 

Following this round of conversations, I returned again to the tapes and 

transcripts. I slowly began to become more comfortable with the dynamic nature 
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of the experience as well as the diversity present within each element. I moved 

between the general and the particular of each text and found that while overall 

elements existed, within each element resided particular aspects which were 

unique to each woman's experience. I slowly became more comfortable in 

knowing that while similarities might exist in these overall elements, diversity of 

what was particularly experienced by each woman could co-exist as well. 

While I believe I have now reached a place wherein the meanings of the 

experience are free enough from inner contradictions, I also recognize that 

coming to a place of understanding and meaning is tentative and always 

changing in a hermeneutic endeavor (Caputo, 1987; Kvale, 1996). In 

recognizing that I could wait forever to write and write differently each time I 

might approach the process, the practical need to complete this dissertation 

calls me to disclose what I at present understand. The writing of this dissertation 

has been no less rigorous a task than that which has preceded it. 

As I prepare to begin to write this dissertation, I am not sure where to 

start. Am I in the middle, end, or beginning of this process? The 

movement continues to circle as it has over the past months, sometimes 

retracing steps, sometimes forging new ones. Why am I hesitant to write 

when I have been writing all along? Will I be able to find ways to write 

that honor the women who have contributed to this project? I want to be 

able to write so others can hear them speak. While I would like the 

security of knowing where this writing will take me, I also know that will be 
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discovered only as I proceed. (Journal entry, April 13, 2000) 

The writing up of this dissertation represents the coming together of my 

doctoral studies. It does not feel like an ending, as I am still engaged with it as I 

write. As I have conversed with the women in this project, I know my 

engagement with them is, as well, not over. I continue to occasionally hear from 

them and I continue to carry them as I go about my way. Koch (1995) stated: 

Hermeneutics invites participants into an ongoing conversation. 

Understanding occurs through a fusion of horizons, which is a dialectic 

between the pre~nderstandings of the research process, the interpretive 

framework, and the sources of information. (p. 835) 

Out of a context of knowing that one's understanding continually evolves 

from what has been presented in this chapter, I will now trace out the experience 

of adult sibling bereavement as I have come to understand it currently. The 

understandings disclosed in the next chapter have emerged from the process I 

have described in this chapter. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

ENTERING IN 

There are those who think a story is told only to 
reveal what is known in this world. But a good story 
also reveals the unknown. Of its nature, of course, 
the unknown cannot be fully depicted. It is there 
perhaps just in the tone of voice, or a style that is 
loosely knit, and admits thus of other possibilities. 

(Susan Griffin, 1993, p. 24-25) 

As I prepared to make my way through the transcripts and journal entries, 

I looked for a reasonable way to approach my continuing engagement with them. 

I hoped I would find ciear pathways to move through each story and find 

understanding. The realization of this desire did not occur. Instead, I found 

myself quickly overwhelmed by the fluidity of the experience. I struggled to find 

a place to settle my feet and begin to enter in. The more 1 entered into the 

experience, the more I realized I needed to let go of my need to control it. I 

needed to learn that the stories would guide ma, rather than my guiding them. 

The conversations were seldom linear and each one was different from the next. 

There was a sense that I needed to let go, to unravel, to go deep, perhaps to 

places from which I might never emerge the same. The texts compelled me to go 

beyond my natural comfort zone. 

I need to rest, to think, to settle, to become clear. It feels as though a 
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force greater than myself has overtaken. These texts contain something 

but I feel unsure I will be able to discern what is essential. I am realizing 

over time that I am one with the text. At times, I come up for breath, back 

away, distance myself from them. At other times, I see something clearly. 

Yet as quickly as that occurs, it disappears again. Is it ok to surface, to 

pull myself out of the interpretive experience? Is this even possible? What 

will happen when I do? What will happen if I don't? (Journal entry, 

November 12, 3 999) 

I was re-awakening again to the realization that this work would demand 

more of me than an intellectual process. In a sense, the experience felt like I 

became one with the stories. I was swept away and then reached momentary 

places of understanding where I began to see elements of the experience 

emerging. While these moments of understanding remained as I continued on, 

they also changed as I proceeded. They were momentary in the sense that 'in 

the moment' I could see something, yet it did not last. Every time I re-visited a 

transcript, I would see something in a new light, yet part of what was seen 

previously remained. 

Over time, as I listened and re-listened to each woman's story, I began to 

realize the experience of adult sibling bereavement was not one thing, but many. 

As such, there seemed to be no single truth about this experience. Each woman 

brought to the experience herself and the relationship she shared with her 

sibling. Her grief was only 'one experience' of many possibilities and her 
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responses could not be viewed as static reality, for herself or for others. I could 

not enter into these stories without being moved to tears, without being changed 

myself. I carried the women with me in my waking and in my sleeping. They 

could not be left behind. They traveled with me, yet my understanding of them 

and the experience was reshaped over time. 

This chapter traces the experience of adult sibling bereavement as I have 

come to understand it currently. It begins with an exploration of the overall 

experience of sibling bereavement and then moves into a number of elements 

one may encounter and re-enwunter in this experience. These elements of 

bereavement are illuminated through the nine experiences of the women who 

talked with me and a variety of first person accounts of bereavement. As a brief 

summary, the women, as a group, ranged in age from 28 to 54 years, while their 

deceased siblings ranged in age from 29 to 69 years at their time of death. All of 

the women were Caucasian with varying levels of post-secondary education and 

socioeconomic status. At the time I spoke with them, five of the deaths had 

occurred within the last year. two had occurred within the last two years, and two 

had occurred within the last five years. Six of the deaths were brothers and 

three were sisters. All of the deaths were perceived as unexpected by their 

sisters and occurred due to murder, suicide, heart attack, chronic illness, or 

accident. 

As a reader, you will find that I introduce each woman within this chapter 

as her voice first emerges, using the title I gave her story as I reflected upon our 
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conversation. As noted earlier, these titles, shown in bold, seem to be reflective 

of each woman's unique experience of having her brother or sister die. Before 

you proceed with your reading, I invite you to move to Appendix B and read the 

autobiographical sketches written by each woman. As writer, I decided to invite 

the women to write their own biographical sketches, giving them an opportunity 

to tell us what they believe is most important about themselves and their 

experience. As such, you will note variety in both the content and style of these 

sketches. 

My intention in this chapter is to leave space for you to wander and 

wonder. The richness of this experience is found in the stories themselves - in 

both what is said and unsaid. It is often the incompleteness of each narrative 

that moves one deeper into understanding. Susan Griffin (1992) describes this 

process: 'What I am seeking is the effect of a work in progress, a work that still 

continues off the page and is only completed in the imagination" (p. 275). 1 

believe the positioning of oneself in this way, as writer or reader, honors the 

complexity and the ongoing nature of this experience. 

In this exploration, I will weave into the narrative my own thoughts and 

reflections, both understood and still mysterious. You will find that I move 

between using singular and plural tense throughout this chapter. My decision to 

do so is to help keep us awake as we proceed. In using words such as 'we' and 

'our', I am emphasizing that this text is not simply about bereaved sisters. It is 

about each one of us, who daily live with the potential to experience such a loss. 
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Moreover, it is about each of us as we are drawn into this experience and imprint 

our own understanding upon it. In the voices of the women, my continuing 

exploration of this experience and your willingness to enter in, it is my hope that 

meanings and understandings may be revealed, even momentarily. 

The Absence is a Space Occupied 

Death enters our life as an uninvited guest. It is not polite, it does not ask 

permission, it offers little forewarning. It crashes into our world and the world we 

have known suddenly falls away and will never be the same. Whether we are 

prepared or not, death seems always like a surprise. It can enter through a 

phone call, a knock at the door, a body found, a last breath. 

As I prepared for the conversations I would have as part of this research 

project, I began to get messages left on my answering machine. While this was 

an anticipated and desired outcome of my efforts, these messages were 

sometimes more than a way to set up meetings. I quickty began to realize that in 

many cases, these messages were the beginning of our conversations. Amidst 

the routine messages of the day, I heard a voice I did not recognize. "Hi Ann. 

I'm ... A couple of months ago I lost my brother. Well, actually he died. It's not a 

matter of him being found" (Beth, personal communication). 

This message stopped me in the midst of motion. I was interrupted. What 

I had been doing faded away and where I was headed seemed unimportant. I 

replayed the message several times, perhaps to allow it to sink in, perhaps 

searching not only for what was said but what was not said. I later wrote in my 
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journal: 

I can still remember her words hitting me. The tremble in her voice, the 

conviction of the message, the urgency of the silence. I am keenly aware I 

have entered in - not in the sense of dipping my toes into the lake, but 

being pulled entirely under. It feels familiar. In the midst of everyday 

living, I am disrupted. I was not prepared for so much information in a 

phone call. (Journal entry, October 16, 1 999) 

I returned the call and talked with Beth. Her brother, Douglas, died 2 

months ago at age 38 of a massive heart attack. She described her relationship 

with him as very close. Her loss forces her to view her future differently. When i 

explain to her that she will need to wait until at least 6 months have passed 

before she can participate, it is not a problem. 'I've got all these years without 

him" she said. What is not said seems to be that another 4 months will not 

matter. As Douglas was her only sibling, she is faced with a future not only 

without her brother, but without any siblings. 

Lost and found. Hide and seek. When someone dies, it is common to 

hear others say 'She lost her sister, she lost her brother". When 

something goes missing, what remains is a space once occupied. In this 

space, there is a void, a felt absence of what once existed. For something 

to be lost, there is a sense that it might someday be found. But with 

death, this likelihood is non-existent. It is not a matter of someone gone 

missing until they are found. It is a matter of knowing they are gone and 
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will not return. (Journal entry, October 20, 1999) 

The recognition of this absence evolves over time. While we may be 

aware that our loved one is gone, the significance of the absence is revealed 

and fully understood only as we live with its presence. We become more aware 

through disruptions that remind us and do not leave us to rest for long. Grieving 

the absence of a sibling is not an easy, straightforward endeavor. Barbara 

Lazear Ascher, in her book landscam Without Gravitv, describes her 

experience of grief following the death of her brother. 

Grieving takes heroic strength. When you would most want to be rigid 

and withstand the blows of sorrow, you must remain flexible so you do not 

break. As flexible as a tree in a hurricane, bending and returning. You 

have to face yourself because yoursetf demands attention like an aching 

joint. (3993, p. 46) 

For Lauren, the ongoing awareness of her sister's absence can, at times, 

surprise her and seemingly catch her unaware. Her experience of Dee Dee's 

death is one of I've been left behind. Both single women, the closeness of their 

relationship was evident not only in the present but in their plans to grow old 

together in the future. Lauren now faces an unknown future without her only 

sister, Dee Dee, who died following an accident a year and a half ago at 37 

years of age. She claims the dynamic and disruptive nature of bereavement 

reminds her of Dee Dee's absence over time. 

The anniversary this year wasn't as bad. I found, believe it or not, a month 
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after the date of the anniversary it sort of hit me and I lost it - even though 

it was a year ago. I told my girlfriends that it's like stepping on a rake. 

You feel you are doing good, then all of a sudden, bang, something hits. 

You don't always know what hit you, when it was, what you were thinking 

about, but all of a sudden you are sitting there in tears. So, you have to 

take it and go with it. (Lauren, p. 6) 

As the absence persists, we learn that we cannot easily predict reminders 

of its presence. Like Lauren, we may prepare for the 'important' days of 

bereavement, such as birthdays and anniversaries. For some these may be 

dimcult days, for others they may be bittersweet, and yet for others, they may be 

no more difficult than other ordinary difficult days. 

The self-help books tell us: Beware of Christmas! Beware of the birthday 

of the deceased! Beware of the anniversary of the death! Grief doesn't 

read those books. It blows up a storm on a simple Tuesday in early 

February. No holiday. No anniversary. (Ascher, 1993, p. 53-54) 

The experience of grieving can change and move over time with non- 

linear momentum. Initially, the absence may seem to overtake our life and later 

it seems to overtake just moments of our life. As this happens, what is important 

in the moment is heightened and what is unimportant drops off (lronside, 1996). 

What is important and unimportant, as well, can change from moment to 

moment. Even when grieving of the absence is not visible to others or 

ourselves, it is still at work beneath the surface. There can be a feeling of being 
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plowed over and slowly 'coming to' in a world that is different. It may feel like 

time has stood still, flown by or simply been lost, but even as we awaken and 

reorient, we are reminded that life is no longer the same, our world is different, 

and the loss is here to stay. 

Attig (1996) described this as a process of relearning the world. It is as 

though an injury has been sustained and we need to again learn some basic life 

functions. What has been previously known or understood may feel suspended 

or lost. On the death of her father, Virginia lronside wrote: "Then my father died 

and nothing made sense anymore. I was in a new world, with a new language 

and new emotions. Perhaps he was resting in peace, but I was in utter turmoil" 

(p- ix). 

As we go about living, there are signs of the loss everywhere. While we 

may want to escape reminders of the loss, this can, at times, feel impossible. 

They ate continuously present or simply disrupt in an unpredictable manner and 

remind us of its presence. Everyday there are tangible and intangible reminders 

of the absence of the deceased. There is one less present to buy, a phone 

number remembered, their favorite mustard on a grocery store shelf. These 

events remind us that life has changed and will never be the same. In describing 

life after the death of her son, Kuki Gallman wrote: 

The worst thing was the silence where there had been sound, the memory 

of a fading young voice, of balanced young steps along the passage. The 

worst thing was his useless motorbike, daily washed, the empty place at 
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the table where a red hibiscus was placed every meal, the empty chair in 

the sitting room where he used to sit and write his diary, the shaded 

windows of his closed room where all was as he had left it. The worst 

thing was the letters addressed to him which kept arriving from the 

university in the States where he would no longer go .... The worst thing of 

all was the knowledge that he was dead forever. (1 991, p. 429) 

Although the reality that life is different may be evident everywhere, our 

understanding of this seems to deepen over time. It is as though the absence is 

constituted and re-constituted over and over again in a process which produces 

new understandings of its presence. While the disruptive and dynamic nature of 

bereavement never completely goes away, in time, the absence begins to find a 

place within us where it remains. As the absence remains, it also becomes 

something else. The absence becomes a space occupied. What occupies the 

space are a number of elements of adult sibling bereavement. 

An element is a Yundamental and essential constituent of a composite 

entity" (Morris,l975). Each of the elements of this experience are essential to 

an understanding of the whole experience and do not stand in isolation of each 

other. The elements of adult sibling bereavement, including the persistent 

absence, are not experienced in linear fashion, but coexist and collectively 

constitute the experience. It is as though we integrate them into our life and find 

a place for them to reside. We do not work through the elements of bereavement 

and leave them behind, but rather carry them with us for the rest of our lives. 
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Grief comes to live with us as though we'd given birth to it. And, like a 

baby, it changes shape and size and personality, but it's ours. It's here to 

stay. Eventually it will come around a little less often and make less of a 

mess. Eventually it may only call on Sunday and holidays. (Ascher, 1993, 

P. 55) 

Loss takes up residence. The absence becomes a space occupied. It 

becomes part of us and our lives. There is a sense that one learns to 

accommodate the absence and the elements as part of one's self. lronside 

(1996) describes this ongoing nature of loss like the permanence of pink stains 

caused by something running in the washing machine. Over time they may fade 

and change in appearance, yet they still remain. For Allison Wertheimer (1991), 

the death of her sister feels like a wounding. In her book, /4 S~ecial Scar, she 

describes this experience as producing a scar, which is a continuous sign of the 

absence she feels. Cline (1995) stated that women learn to rebuild life around 

the loss. The loss cannot be erased. Its permanence is found in its steadfast 

presence rather than in understandings and meanings about it which do not 

change. 

Bearing in mind an understanding of this experience as one which is 

continually changing and ever present, we will now move into the elements of 

adult sibling bereavement. 

Other's Pockets 

While the experience of adult sibling bereavement is dynamic, a moment 
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of genesis is glimpsed in the importance of the relationship shared with the 

sibling in life. Sibling relationships are often described as sibling bonds. A bond 

as "a uniting force or tie; a linking together" (Morris, 1975). Siblings seem to 

share a relationship which is unique among other family relationships. Sibling 

bonds often begin in childhood and continue to develop into adulthood, often 

existing beyond the death of our parents. Although relationships with our siblings 

may change in adulthood, a sense of connection often remains. In his late 40's, 

Shimone's oldest brother, Justin, was murdered. She finds a place for his 

absence to reside in her life by walking and talking through the events of his 

life and death. Although they lived in different countries and did not often see 

each other, the bond she felt with him continued throughout their lives despite 

this distance. 

We're adults and we move on in life. Even though I sometimes wouldn't 

see my brother for two years - we weren't camping on each other's 

doorsteps or talking on the phone a lot - there's a bond that is just there. 

The minute we're back talking with each other or in each other's 

presence, there's an indelible bond that can't be broken. (p. 13) 

In my understanding, the ongoing importance of this sibling relationship 

across time is experienced as though we lived inside each other's pockets. 

When something is held in a pocket, it is not always visible to the outside world. 

At times, its presence is known while at other times it fades into the darkness 

therein. Yet it is constantly there, present and awaiting moments when it will be 
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touched, remembered and reconnected. Sibling relationships can move through 

varying degrees of emotional closeness and distance. At times, geography may 

be the distance in a very connected relationship, while in other cases, proximity 

may be close but a sense of connectedness is absent. While sisters or brothers 

may not always be forefront of our lives, they continue to be present. Our 

relationships with them seldom bear resemblance to 'greeting card sentiments' 

at all times. They may change over time due to life circumstances, 

misunderstandings, or moments of healing. Some of the women in this project 

shared very close, connected relationships, while others had conflicted and 

painful ones. Yet, despite the closeness or distance experienced, all of them 

expressed to me an enduring concern for the well-being of their sister or brother. 

The relationship share& There is an importance in beginning with an 

understanding of the relationship shared while alive, before moving into the 

death experience. Adult sibling bereavement does not exclude life, but rather is 

integrally connected to it. It seemed as though the women wanted me to know 

not only the concern they shared for their sibling but the significance of that 

sibling to them. To our conversations, they brought photographs of their brother 

or sister, letters written to them about their sibling upon hidher death and many 

stories and momentos which told of who they were and what they meant to them. 

It was, as if, in integrating the absence of their sibling into their lives, there was 

also a need to preserve what they remember as important about them in life. 

Emily is the youngest of five sisters. Her eldest sister, Claire, died at 36 
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years of age during a bout of flu. For Emily, the loss of Claire has been a life 

changing experience which she describes as I'm a completely different 

person. Some of the significance of her relationship with Claire lies in the 

everyday events they shared as children and as adults. 

Your sibling is just somebody, you know, who fought with you or shared 

your bedroom. Someone who helped you get ready for your first prom or 

whatever. Even as adults, we used to just sit at her kitchen table, drinking 

the herbal tea that she loved, and just talk about anything. (p. 7) 

For Beth, her brother is someone she loves for the compassion and 

support he demonstrated to others. It is important for her to be able to continue 

to remember his specialness and incorporate these qualities into her own life. 

He was just a very likeable, loving kind of a guy that you just liked to 

spend time around. I was just very proud of him as a human being. He 

was somebody that you would never want to hide or not include in 

something. He was someone I wanted to show off. He was an 

extraordinary. (p.8) 

In the everyday events shared, siblings develop a bond with each other 

that can move into a lifetime of relationship. The experience of the death of a 

sibling is rooted in the significance of the relationship shared. When I speak of 

the relationship shared, I do not simply mean that of being a sister or brother. In 

particular, what seems important is who that brother or sister was as a sibling to 

their sister. In other words, it does not simply matter that a sibling has died, 
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what is more important is which sibling died. The significance of which sibling 

lies not in some prescribed framework such as birth order or gender. Rather the 

significance is written in the hearts of the sisters who are left. It is found in who 

that person was on an individual and unique level for each woman. ft is in the 

'knowing' of another that this specialness may be born. Lily's sister, Pearl, died 

of suicide. This loss feels like a stone to carry with her forever. She describes 

her special bond with Pearl as 'There isn't anybody in my life that I could laugh 

so hard with. I mean really laugh. Or cry from a place inside me that no one else 

knowsn (p. 6). 

Being a sister is the experience of being with someone who begins a 

stranger and ends up knowing us in ways another may not. It is in the 

ordinariness of every day that the extraordinariness of this bond can be 

formed. The tangible workings of this process can be seen in helping 

each other with homework, playing together, staying up late and talking 

under the covers well past 'lights out'. Yet, how can one account for the 

seemingly stronger bonds which are felt in the intangible? The feeling and 

bonds which seem impossible to language and explain. (Journal entry, 

February 10, 2000) 

The importance of exploring the sibling relationship to understand the 

bond which existed before death is exemplified by Attig (1 996). 

If we are to respect the individuality of those who are grieving, we must 

understand and appreciate the details of their lives before bereavement. 
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How did they flourish while those now dead were with them? What did 

they do with and for those who died? How did sharing life with them color 

and shape their experiences? How did they interweave their lives with 

those now ended in ways they found meaningful? ( p. 69) 

The roles assumed, For each of the women I talked with, there was a 

sense of connection that existed with their sibling, regardless of the frequency or 

quality of contact present. In some cases, the development of the bond between 

siblings was closely connected to the roles played in each others' lives. These 

roles included those of sibling and surrogate parent, both in childhood and adult 

life. As the older sister, Lily feels a protective responsibility for her sister, Pearl. 

Her role of sister includes sharing similarities and differences with Pearl as well 

as the realization that in some cases her influence in Pearl's life was limited. 

Aside from the fact that I loved her with all my heart, there was also a part 

of me that being the oldest kid of this family I felt responsible for her. And 

that's a hard one too, because it's never been an easy journey for either 

of us to figure the difference between what we want or what we need and 

give ourselves permission to have the needs that are just there. And it 

was also really hard to get to a place where I knew that there were some 

needs that I couldn't meet for her. Because that was my job. (p. 2) 

The taking on of responsibility for our siblings can go beyond caring about 

what happens to them. In some cases, it involves the 'taking on' of responsibility 

for their physical and emotional needs as well. In some instances, due to family 
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circumstances, the role of sister may be transformed into that of surrogate 

mother. Sisters take on the role of surrogate mothers and nurture the needs of 

younger siblings in their family. The bond felt with a sibling in these situations 

may go beyond that of just a brother or sister. It is as though something extra 

special was formed in the relationship because of this additional role. 

Although her mother is alive, Lauren took on the role of mother for her 

younger sister and brother at the time of her parent's divorce. This mothering 

role brought her into a bond beyond that of sister with her siblings, a bond which 

continues to work beyond Dee Dee's death. 

Growing up we all had a very difficult childhood and we all pulled from 

each other strength to get through a lot of things. My parents split up 

when we were young and it was my responsibility to look after my brother 

and sister. I ended up sort of being their mother, so I think she was closer 

to me. As her sister, I was and still am supposed to protect her. (p. I) 

Kaylene's only two siblings, Nick and Pete, died within two weeks of each 

other. Her mother died when Kaylene was in her 20's and she spent much of 

her life following her mother's death as a caretaker for her father and two 

brothers. She is now the only remaining member of her family of origin and feels 

a sense of freedom in her brothers' deaths. She describes this freedom as a 

loss of a legacy. She now has an opportunity to create the life she wants for 

herself without the responsibility of looking after others. Her role of caretaker 

spanned twenty years of her life and ended with the deaths of these men. 



98 

We were very bonded as children, as bonded as you can get in a family 

that is very distant. I was not just their sister, I was a surrogate mother. I 

spent almost all my life with Nick and Pete and my Dad as I got older. I 

would see their pain and try and make it better at any expense. l knew 

their pain and I always abandoned myself to try and make it lighter for 

them. (Kaylene 1, p. 14) 

As I reflected on the many different experiences of being a sister, I began 

to see the diversity of experience in being a sibling. 

The experience of being a sister at times seems to involve being more 

than a sister. And yet, what do we mean when we say sister? A sister can 

be a nurturer, caring for the needs of others, taking on roles that exist 

only in empty shoes. Our caretaking nature seems inherent in our being 

as women. Perceiving present needs and those not spoken and 

responding, at times, without question. (Journal entry, January 23, 2000) 

In some cases, significance in sibling relationships can be experienced in 

the roles assumed by the deceased sibling. Siblings can remain in parental 

roles well into adult life, perhaps meeting needs met or unmet in our lives up 

until that time. For Chelsea. her brother, Arnold's life dramatically changed from 

one of affluence and wealth to living on the street due to financial bankruptcy 

and alcohol abuse. Their relationship reached a point where Arnold rejected 

offers of assistance from Chelsea to get help for his drinking and their contact 

with each other virtually ceased. His death a year ago brought for her a sense of 
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peaceful presence at last. As an adult, Chelsea clung to the hope that her 

brother would take over the role of her recently deceased father. His chronic 

alcoholism and eventual death from it precluded this from happening. 

I didn't realize it for a long time but I sort of had this fantasy #at when my 

dad died, that somehow my brother would take his place and that things 

would change. It was totally unrealistic to think that would actually happen 

because he was so far gone in alcoholism but like I say it was kind of a 

fantasy. I was heartbroken because I sort of thought that he would make 

it all better and then all of a sudden he wasn't there either. (p. 1) 

For Emily, her sister Claire was a surrogate mother to her throughout life. 

When they became adults, Emily lived with Claire and her family and developed 

a closer relationship with her sister and nieces. Claire continues to be an 

important support to Emily, despite her death. 

She was such a large part of my life. We don't have a close family unit 

and I never really had a mother. She became not only my best friend and 

older sister, but also the only mother figure I've ever known. (p. 1) 

e des~re for connectioa Beyond the importance of roles played in each 

others' lives, I came to more clearly see that siblings may often feel an ongoing 

need to be connected with each other. In some cases, this need for connection 

requires work and adjustments in how two people are in relationship with each 

other. Kaylene feels a special bond with her brother, Pete, despite a history of 

what she describes as a 'love you/ hate you' relationship. Throughout their 
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lives, they have had to intentionally work at finding ways to keep this connection. 

Kaylene describes such an effort: 

After my dad died, Pete and I were communicating at his gravesite. I was 

dropping cards off for him to pick up at my Dad's grave and he'd leave me 

little notes there, as well. Cause we didn't talk that much, you know, we 

didn't have very good communication skills with each other. But yet we 

tried to talk by writing to each other. I'd write a little note and leave it at 

the gravesite and I'd find the note replaced. So I took up a little jar up to 

the cemetery so that the notes wouldn't get wet. I now wish I would have 

kept those notes. (Kaylene 2, p. 1) 

Communication in sibling relationships is not always easy. As each 

individual changes and their life circumstances turn in new directions, we can be 

left with the feeling of wanting to hold onto the bond, yet needing to let it go or 

find new ways of being connected. In adulthood, we are less likely to be living 

under the same roof as our sibling and in some cases, the relationship may 

almost seem to cease to exist. Chelsea seldom heard from her brother Arnold 

due to boundaries she needed to establish in their relationship related to his 

chronic alcoholism. Despite the absence of communication, she continued to 

wrestle with their relationship and describes her ongoing concern for her brother 

despite their lack of contact with each other. 

He was as bad an alcoholic as you can ever imagine. You know, I used 

to be afraid to go downtown, because I knew that I could see him asleep 
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on the street. He had come from all this glamour and excitement and 

money. I could never really wrap my brain around that this could be the 

same person. Even though we weren't speaking, I still worried about him. 

(Chelsea, p. 5) 

Other women painted for me pictures of relationships with their siblings in 

life which were very intimate and connected. There was an ease of 

communication and connection in the relationship. Each partner was intentional 

in maintaining and deepening the relationship they shared. Despite living in a 

different country than her brother, Shimone describes a strong sense of 

closeness and love in their relationship. 

My brother knew without a shadow of a doubt that I loved him so much 

and I know that he loved me so much too. When we were together, we 

would sit and hold hands and talk into the wee hours of the morning. 

Everybody else would go to bed and that's when we would get down into 

the real guts, you know, the deep stuff. I shared something very special 

with my brother. He could be open and honest with me and I could be 

open and honest with him. You know, in those intimate times, I h e w  a 

depth that few people know in my brother. (p. 6) 

Beth resonates a similar closeness and intimacy in her adult relationship with 

Douglas. 

We would stay up many a night just talking about our feelings. He said 

you know I love you, you're my sister, you're the best, I couldn't have 
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asked for a better sister. And 1 can't tell you how lucky I feel for not 

fighting with him through the better part of our lives and always having an 

open line of communication. He was so affectionate with me, so touchy 

and soft and emotional and if he ever hurt my feelings, he'd have to do 

whatever it took to make me understand he didn't mean it. (p. 8) 

I trust the diversity present in adult sibling relationships can begin to be 

revealed through the voices of the women in this project. What their sibling 

means to them in life seems foundational to their experience of hisfher death 

and ensuing bereavement. It is, as if, they want us to know who they were, 

perhaps in order to better understand the magnitude of what is lost. In 

describing them as people, highlighting the roles they've played in each others' 

lives and emphasizing the ways they are connected to them in life, their hope 

may be that we come a bit closer to understanding the meaning of this death for 

their lives. In a sense, there may be a need to begin to establish our relationship 

with loss, in tension with life. 

J Thouaht We'd Alwavs Have Each Other 

Out of the fullness of the many meanings and experiences of sibling 

relationships, comes the entrance of their deaths. There seem to be many 

unwritten assumptions that we hold about our sibling's life. An expectation of 

longevity in the relationship that we share seems primary. For many of us, the 

thought of our sibling dying has not occurred to us or at best, is something that 

might occur in the distant future. To be faced with this loss at an earlier time in 
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life than we had anticipated can challenge many assumptions previously held. 

I think the hardest thing is looking ahead. It just feels very lonely ahead. I 

feel very left behind. She was supposed to be here to help go through 

our parent's death. I guess you look at the natural progression that it all 

should go down the line. Her death is out of order. (Lauren, p. 5) 

Perhaps, particularly, in some places of North American culture, there is 

an unwritten expectation that life and death occur in an ordered way. Even with 

death occurring all around us, at all stages of life, it seems easy to hold onto the 

belief that death out of order occurs in places other than in our life. We hold to 

the belief that one will live a long life, with death occurring in old age. 

Grandparents will die before parents, parents will die before children, siblings 

will grow old and die together. We seem not only at times to believe this without 

a second thought, but we also may cling to a hidden hope that it will be true. 

An u n a c k n d e m  loss. When our sister or brother dies out of order, it 

may feel like we are faced with an experience that is not only beyond our 

comprehension, but also the comprehension of others. Many of the women in 

this project talked about moments when they felt their loss was seen as 

insignificant. Comments such as "Well, it was only your sibling' or 'You seldom 

saw each other, what does  it really matter' communicated the message that the 

death of their sibling was seen as unimportant. This message was 

communicated in other ways as well. 

It's probably the least understood loss. I mean you can't find any 
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literature on it. I think the uniqueness of this relationship loss is 

something that you almost can't communicate about. When you go to a 

bookstore, you see almost nothing about sibling relationships and sibling 

death. (Emily, p- 13) 

Shimone echos Emily's thoughts: 

You know there has been almost nothing done in relation to the loss of an 

adult sibling. It almost made me feel like no one could validate that there 

is pain for loss of a sibling. And when I got your letter looking for 

someone to participate in this study, I said, 'Oh Lord, thank you. Thank 

you for sending someone who understands and is going to validate this.' 

It means a lot that someone would want to know. (p. 13) 

There is almost a sense of being forgotten. It can feel unjust that a 

relationship that we view as so significant in life can be seen as so insignificant 

in death. We can easily access books and information about other types of 

losses - spouse, parent, child - but adult siblings are forgotten. 

In the moments when we might most often need to be remembered, we 

feel forgotten. As we work to have our sibling not be forgotten, we may 

also face the challenge of being not forgotten ourselves. There is a sense 

that we have not been called to mind, not seen as important enough. 

Have we been unremembered or simply neglected? Are we overlooked by 

other more seemingly important losses? Is it the case that if something is 

not written about, it is not important? Who judges what is of importance in 



death? (Journal entry, March 1 1,2000) 

In addition to the lack of social recognition of this loss, it may often be the 

case that bereaved siblings do not know others who have experienced a similar 

loss. I found that a sense of comradery seems to develop between those 

bereaved of particular types of losses. Many of the women told me that knowing 

I had experienced the death of my sister made a difference in what they told 

about their experience. They commented that they felt I would be able to more 

readily understand their experience as I live it myself. In many cases, the 

perceived unusualness of death of an adult sibling may mean these women have 

few connections with others who have lost siblings. They may be left with 

feelings of isolation in their loss. Beth identifies with these aspects of the 

experience. 

I felt unusual because I didn't have any friends that had lost a sibling. So, 

I felt a bit rare because it is not really that hugely common. When I meet 

someone who has lost a sibling, I hang on every word they say. I don't 

know if I'm being a voyeur, but it's so great to be able to hear someone 

else's story. It's kind of like those people have little stars beside them in 

my brain. Because, in kind of an odd sense, we belong together. We've 

got this huge thing and even if no one else can relate, I know I'm not 

alone. (p. 2) 

Despite the lack of acknowledgment of this loss in wider circles, the death 

of a sibling is of utmost importance to the sister who remains. This loss knits 
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together many losses that can be experienced by the bereaved sibling. Just as 

the uniqueness of their brother or sister was experienced in life, so too, the 

uniqueness of sibling relationships is experienced in their death. There are 

multiple layers of loss, the enormity and magnitude of which is only realized over 

time. 

We have lost far, far more than just a person. We have lost a shared 

past, a shared future. We have also lost the person who we were with 

that person. We have lost part of ourselves. (Ironside, 1996. p. 141 ) 

When our brother or sister dies, the absence can stem beyond the 

present, into our past and into our Mure. While, initially, we may not be aware of 

the extent to which this loss will permeate our lives, this painful realization will 

become clear as we live our lives without them. Over time, there is a growing 

sense of simply missing our sister or brother in the everyday events of life. This 

missing can be felt in times of remembering, times of present need, and times of 

an imagined future. 

Losses: pastaresent. and vet to come, The death of a sibling means an 

end to something which has been present for perhaps the better part of our 

lifetime. Our brother or sister may have met many of our needs. Their absence 

may feel like not only are they gone, but part of ourselves is gone, as well. 

It's an unnatural experience. That's the best way I can describe it. It feels 

like a limb missing. Part of me is gone. It's a huge disappointment. It's the 

mother of all disappointments is what it is. (Beth, p. 5) 
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There are things, such as our limbs, which have been with us throughout our 

lifetime. When they are gone, we are noticeably aware of their absence. While 

a lost limb can feel irreplaceable, so too can a lost historical reference. Lily 

describes some of what she most misses in Pearl's death. 

We were very close and we struggled at the same time with each other. 

Yet there was a part of us, it was like a twin experience in terms of how 

important it was for each of us to have each other in our lives -just to 

reference experience. And that's one of the pieces that I miss a lot - is 
that reference. (Lily, p. 1 ) 

In my interpretive process, I reflected: 

While there can be joy and laughter in the remembering of good times, 

there can also be pain and sorrow. Whatever the memory, it seems 

easier remembered when it is shared. Who else was there besides them 

to remember with us now? Who else could remember in the way we did 

together? Will I forget *at is remembered or remember things I had 

forgotten? Who will be there to share these memories or help me 

remember in the years ahead? (Journal entry, March 15,2000) 

When I met Chelsea, she had experienced eight losses through death in 

the past two years including her son, father, brother, and best friend. She 

reflected on some of what felt different for her in Arnold's death in contrast to her 

other losses. 

Losing a sibling feels very different to me. It felt like I lost a piece of my 
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own history. It almost felt like 1 lost a part of myself. It felt very different 

than the others. It is very painful to think of the memories and to know 

there won't be any more history written. (p. 6) 

It can feel as if a story has ended. Perhaps a stmy unfinished - no m e  

chapters to be added, just the imagination of what might have occurred. It is not 

just the sense that the story of their life has ended, but also an important part of 

the story of our life. While our life will go on, integrating this loss as we go, the 

story line of 'us' may seem as though it will need to be left behind. Any history 

written from here about our sibling may be only in our own minds, kept hidden, 

not easily spoken of to others. 

Do stories ever really end? If one lives into the hemeneutic experience, 

one continues to circle with the story rather than come to an end. As one 

circles, new aspects evolve, old ones are changed. How might one 

account for hermeneutic circles intertwining in story? Where does my 

story and the story of the other begin and end? Is there a my and your 

story or to what extent are they one and the same? (Journal entry, 

October 23, 1999) 

With the backdrop of our shared past which now must be remembered 

alone, we may become increasingly aware of what is missing in the present. 

The absence of our sister or brother in the present can be experienced in many 

ways. For Emily, the death of Claire is experienced as the worst loss imaginable 

in her life. 
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To be honest, I don't know of any other losses that could have occurred in 

my life that would have made this much of a change. Because she was 

the only support system I knew. There is no other loss in my life that could 

have hurt and had this much impact on me- (p. 8) 

I've learned that we cannot presume to know the significance of siblings in 

others lives. In some cases, this loss can feel not only unlike any other, but 

worse than what others might speculate to be more significant losses. Exactly 

what has been lost can be different for each person. For Emily, it is the 

unconditional support and love which Claire provided which feels irreplaceable. 

For Lauren, the loss of companionship she shared with Dee Dee can be felt on 

an ordinary Saturday afternoon. 

You can be sitting here by yourself or all your friends may be busy, but 

you always had your sister to call. You could just go and dig through bins 

at Zellers or something. That's what I really miss. I find it very difficult. It 

is very lonely. (p. 1 ) 

In our present living, we can miss them deeply. The need for support, the 

longing for someone with whom we spend time, the noticing of others who don't 

have to face these moments. 

It's been the worst thing that's every happened to me. So, when I hear 

other people talk about having a family of five and nobody talks to one 

another, it makes me crazy. Cause I think, you've got so much. I 

sometimes feel so heavily envious of people in my life that haven't had 
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this. Really sickening envy. One of my friends has many siblings and a 

hundred year old grandmother. And I think to myself, where is the fairness 

in that? She gets to keep everyone and I can't keep one. (Beth, p. 1) 

We look for a sense of fairness, where fairness doesn't seem to exist. In our 

deepest moments of longing, we can look around at those seemingly unaffected. 

The noticing of them can deepen our own sense of loss, simply through their 

existence. 

From another vantage point, I've learned that we cannot assume that 

death of a sibling ahways means loss alone. In some cases, the loss lives in 

tension with newness of life. In the deaths of her two brothers, Kaylene 

experiences such a feeling. These deaths have given her the freedom from her 

caretaking role, yet leave her questioning her own continued existence. 

The loss of these boys is very very deep sadness in my soul, but on the 

other hand it's quite freeing. There's a space that's really open that is a 

sad place, but at the same time I just don't have to worry about anybody 

anymore. I stand there at the grave site sometimes and I say, 'There is 

my whole family - my brothers, my father, my mother, my grandparents. 

I'm it - why am I it?" (p. 13) 

As one lives in the present without their sibling, their thoughts can very 

easily shift towards what might be yet to wme. While what surfaces can be far 

away in time, the imagining of these events is no less prominent in the present. 

At times, these future events may have been thought about before the death of 
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the sibling. Yet, the reality of this loss, now reshapes, yet maintains some of 

what has been envisioned for the future. 

Now that he was gone - that wiped out my family. My parents are getting 

older and are going to die one after the other and I'm going to be alone. I 

had this fantastic panic of 'I've got to get married and have some kids real 

quick. Thirty-four years old now and I've go to hurry up and start 

procreating.' Maybe trying to insulate myself a little bit. And then, I just get 

all sorts of thoughts going in my head - like if I do meet some guy that I 

wanted to marry, he'll never know Douglas (Beth, p. 2). 

As one thinks about the future, their sibling and the absence of them is carried 

along. There is an irreplaceableness of the person that is permanent. No one 

else will be Beth's brother, no one else can be an uncle to children she may 

someday mother. As Cline (1 995) stated: 

Women see the dead person as important for who they are, not for what 

they did. It is the irreplaceableness of that person, and her or his place in 

the lives of others, for which they grieve. (p. 27) 

Emily echos these sentiments as friends have offered to fill Claire's shoes. For 

her, there is no one who can take Claire's place. 

My friends know how close I am to Claire and one of them said to me, why 

don't you let me in and be that for you. I almost resented that because no 

one can take that place. If I ever get married, I could never have a maid 

of honor, because she is the only person I could ever have as a maid of 
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honor. And I don't see that as a bad thing, in terms of not getting over it. 

She was just always going to be the one. (p. 9) 

In other stories, some women conversed with me about looking fonvard to 

growing old with their siblings. They anticipated the end of their own lives 

including the companionship of each other. Kaylene's brother, Pete, was living 

with her when he died. Despite her new found freedom in not having to take care 

of him, she was enjoying their routine of watching a movie together on Sunday 

evenings. A part of her began to count on growing old with him. It seemed to 

give her a sense of not having to be so alone. Lauren shared a similar type of 

relationship with Dee Dee which she describes through a situation she 

encountered on her way to work. 

One day there were these two old ladies on the bus with me. They were 

your typical spinsters and you could tell that they were sisters. And I was 

thinking to myself, you know, one day that is going to be me and my 

sister. We are going to be two cranky old spinsters getting on the bus. 

And then it just hit me that she's not going to be here for that. I sort of 

thought no matter what happened in my life - if I never met anybody and 

she never met anybody - we'd atways have each other. And that's been 

taken. (p. 1) 

There is a poignant significance in what is lost when an adult sibling dies. 

As we realize our connection with the past is irrevocably changed, the present is 

incised with reminders of the loss and the future is reshaped to accommodate its 
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presence. Assumptions about the order of life and death may be challenged and 

we work to have our sibling and ourselves not forgotten. Through all of this, new 

awareness and insights of the loss continue to unfold. There is a sense that our 

understanding of it evolves over time as we came into deeper relationship with 

the absence. Everyday can bring remembrances. 

For the first year, every day is an anniversary. Then the second year, 

only half the days are an anniversary for me - that's sort of how it felt. It 

was like, the second year, some of the days reclaimed themselves to their 

former meaning. (Lily, p. 7) 

Some days can be reclaimed to former meanings, and yet we can be left 

with the stark realization that some days will never reclaim their meaning from 

before the loss. These days will, perhaps, always connect us to the realization 

that our brother or sister is dead. As I listened and reflected on this element of 

the experience, I came to realize that part of the absence is filled with the 

realization that we will not have each other in death as we did in life. This space 

can be occupied with feelings of being alone and alienated in our loss as well as 

awareness of the absence as we recollect the past, live in the present and 

anticipate the future. 

r 
There is s penetrating power to grief. As I conversed with the women, I 

felt their suffering in my body as they spoke with vivid detail of the pain that 

permeates in theirs. They spoke of their bodies in pain and the ways that grief 
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was imprinted into the bones and dark caverns of their being. While the outward 

manifestation of grieving may subside over time, there may be tangible 

sensations and living reminders of its continued presence deep within our 

bodies. 

As women, we are reminded of our bodies' presence and what is carried 

within over time. Our bodies bear life and perhaps also death. Each 

month we are reminded of the cycle of life and death, of building up and 

tearing away. When I see a new mother nursing her baby, I can still feel 

the physical sensation of nursing my own. When I hear of a death, 

feelings in my body remind me of my own losses. What might be changed 

when the power of grief enters? What might remain? What might never 

be the same? (Journal entry, January 30,2000) 

of lrfe and death In some instances, what the body remembers 

may be the initial crashing in of death. The moments of hearing the news of the 

death are not easily forgotten. 

I was getting ready for work and the phone rang. It was my youngest 

brother and he said, Shimone, I think you need to sit down. And he didn't 

know how, he just didn't know how to say it. But finally he just said, 

Shimone, Justin has been murdered. And when those words came out of 

his mouth, I suddenly felt this deep, deep searing pain in my chest. It just 

felt like my heart is being ripped out, literally pulled out of my chest. This 

horrible, horrible pain in my heart and I just cried and cried and cried. 
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After we got off the phone, my whole body was racked with pain. 

(Shimone, p. 1 ) 

The body in pain is not something we may want to show or want to see. 

Our culture seems to support the position that it is perhaps better left under 

wraps. The swiftness of grief's action seems to move to places of vital necessity 

for our life. There may be sensations of being out of control, being pulled into the 

experience with a ferocity largely unknown to us. Before we know what has 

happened it has burst through the door and assaulted our body. Lily concurs: 

When she died it was like being sucked into a vortex so fast that the world 

you have known is just gone like that. And that's what it was like. It was 

like something grabbed me by the chest and just pulled. (p. 6) 

I was intrigued that many of the women located some aspect of their bodily 

experience of grief in their chest. 

A wounding has taken place, a chest wound, an attack on the heart. In a 

place vital to our own life, death has entered in. The heart is a place we 

associate with love as well as life. I wonder why it might enter here? 

What might be known about the significance of this place of love and life, 

bearing as well the reality of death? (Journal entry, December 8, 1999) 

The language used by the women to recollect this experience was fresh 

and tender. The vividness of the pictures drawn through language seemed to 

speak of the pictures within. I wrote in my journal: 

My body aches and feels wracked with pain and sadness. My emotions 
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are raw as I listen to each tape. What is this about? It is as if I am 

grieving as I listen, not for my own loss, but for theirs. Yet, are the two 

separate? Scarry (1985) claimed that "physical pain happens, of course, 

not several miles below our feet or many miles above our heads but within 

the bodies of persons who inhabit the world ... and who may at any 

moment be separated from us by only a space of several inches" (p. 4). 

I am not only aware of their pain, but experience it with them. My heart 

hurts. (Journal entry, October 21, 1999) 

While one may imagine what it might feel like to hear that a loved one has 

died, the actual hearing of the words may impact on a different level. Although 

Chelsea feels that Arnold had been lost to her for some time before his death, 

the actual news of his death impacted in a different way. 

When he was alive and I felt like I had lost him, it was almost an 

inteliectual experience for me - a rehashing of all the things I had done to 

try and help him. And then when I heard he'd died, it was just like 

somebody had thrown a medicine ball at my chest. It just hit me on such 

a deeper level. It was very different than what I felt before his death. (p.3) 

Even when we have some sense that our sibling will be dying, it is as 

though perhaps we go into our heads to try and hold it at bay or to process 

things in preparation for the eventual reality. Yet, I wonder if the mind is really 

able to prepare the body for what is to come. The entrance of grief may not be 

so much an intellectual experience in its crashing in; rather it may enter into our 



117 

basic bodily functions and find places to hide within. It is, perhaps, not alone in 

the hearing of the news that an imprinting occurs and is experienced. 

v senses and emot~ons awaken e w c e .  As I continued to reflect 

upon each transcript, I came to understand that there can be an ongoing 

experience of loss in the body at a sensory level. While all of the women talked 

about their body in pain, they also talked about experiences involving their 

senses which tied them to their loss. As events are experienced, they are 

seemingly imprinted into the body of the bereaved. 

For example, the power of smell can return us to previous times and 

places in life. In some cases, smell may be a comforting reminder of our sibling. 

I used to think I was out of my mind cause I'd be downstairs and there 

would be a bag sitting there with her things. So, I'd sit on the floor and 

put my head in the bag and take a big strong whiff. And then I would just 

literally sob, but I figured then, at least I had a place to let it go. You feel 

like you have to cry in private, but if anyone could see me doing this right 

now, they would think I was off my nut. (Lauren, p. 12) 

For Lauren, the smell of her sister seems to mean many things. It 

connects her to Dee Dee's life in the presence it keeps in her belongings. It 

instigates emotional release, an opportunity to let out what has been felt and 

retained inside her body. Yet, at the same time, there is the privacy of pain that 

is seen only in a basement filled with memories. There is a questioning of what 

others might think if they only knew of this pain. Even when the outside world is 
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not able to be present, the presence of the pain remains and finds ways to come 

forth over time. 

In other instances, the power of smell may be too overpowering for us. It 

may evoke that which is most painful about the loss, making it too real, too 

quickly. In some cases, we may be able to make choices to take time to engage 

the memories through our senses. We may be able to make decisions along the 

way to hold off the full reality of the loss until another time. 

You know what the hard thing was for me. Not so much opening her 

boxes and seeing the things, as opening her boxes and smelling the 

things. You know, at the beginning, we opened the boxes and I said, 

physically I could probably do it, but I just can't afford to smell her right 

now. The loss is too great if I allow myself to smell her. (Lily, p. 4) 

For Lily, it was not initially the sense of sight that most deeply affected 

her, but rather that of smell. In her experience, the seeing of belongings 

perhaps holds different meanings than the smelling of them. For each of us, the 

presence of the loss will be readmitted to us in different ways and at different 

times. Shimone intentionally used sight and touch to further imprint Justin's 

experience into her own. Rather than her senses calling forth the experience, 

she used her senses to make the experience more real. She spoke of the first 

time she saw his murdered body and her need to touch him. 

I just had to look at everything. I had to see the wounds even though they 

had repaired them as much as they could. I had to see. He still had a 
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bandage on his hand and I had to lift that bandage and look under and 

see where his hand had been blown. I had to see, I had to touch where it 

had gone in by his moustache. I had to reach back in under his head - I 
couIdn't see it, but I had to reach back in under his head and try to feet it. 

I just had to. I had to know, I had to feel, I had to see. I guess to help 

make it real for me. I had to touch him. I had to hold his hand. It was 

cold. I kissed him. I laid my head on his chest. He was cold and lifeless, 

but I had to. It helped me to accept that it was real. (p. 17) 

Shimone's words reverberate in my body each time I re-hear them. 

To touch someone is to know them in a different way. A connection is 

made, a boundary between is crossed. When we die, the lifelessness of 

our body cannot move to establish a boundary. The one left standing has 

free access to our body. And yet, very often, the one alive will fail to 

touch. What compels one to touch or distance death? In the absence of 

life, touch can remain a living force. A powerful connecting teacher 

whom we may embrace or abandon. (Journal entry, October 27,2000) 

Beth's experience of bereavement included sensory aspects which remain 

mysterious. She is perplexed by a sound she consistently heard each night 

following the death of Douglas. Over time, the sound disappeared and no longer 

haunts, but the reason for its presence remains unclear. 

Whenever I put my head down at night to go to sleep, I thought for sure 

that there was somebody out on the street with a hockey stick slamming it 
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against the pavement. In my head, I could hear this sound and when I got 

up in the morning, I asked my parents if they had heard it, and of course, 

it was not happening. I got that every night for the next couple of weeks. 

It started out very quietly and then would crescendo up to this deafening 

slapping noise. (p. 5) 

In some ways, the experience of living in our body may feel altered by 

loss. Although there may be an intimate knowing of the self, experiences occur 

which perplex, yet feel somehow connected to our grief. We might question why 

something is happening or simply accept it as part of the territory. In some 

cases, we may be consciously aware of our bodily experience for only brief 

moments in time, while in others they may be connected to very specific events 

within our experience. Yet, the recalling of these sensations can easily occur. 

I can still everyday recount what it felt like when I was told she was dead. 

I can still see that so vividly in my mind and hear it and feel the reaction. 

There was this really frantic feeling and I almost felt like I was in a trance. 

Just a really frantic feeling that then became just a really numb feeling. 

(Emily, p. 2) 

Not only is the memory of the feeling persistent, but its immediate presence can 

be felt in the here and now. While over time, the loss settles into place in our 

lives, the freshness of the pain can still be present. For Kaylene, the depth of 

her continued grief sometimes surprises her. She can feel it emerging and has 

learned that she needs to respect its presence and make space for it to be 
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Sometimes I can really feel it coming. It was about three weeks ago and I 

had a really heavy night. I felt it coming - like I felt that pain coming from 

inside, so I gave myself permission. I played music and I cried. I really 

grieved. It still is there after all these months. The depths that I go with 

the grief - I just shake my head as I'm grieving because I can't believe that 

it can hurt so fast, so much, so quick, even though all this time has 

passed. (Kaylene 2, p. 7) 

Maura's brother, Scott, died about four years ago. He was 29 years of 

age and lived with a disability for the last 12 years of his life. She needs to take 

her time with her grief, figuring it out a bit at a time - why she feels a particular 

way and how to deal with it. Her experience is one of I've learned a lot about 

myself, as she embraces not only his absence through death, but the absence 

she experienced following his injury. There are times when she intentionally 

connects to feelings related to the loss inside of herself. These emotions are 

well known to her and she likes her ability to feel them again and again over 

time. 

I know the feeling very, very well. I find it very easy to access that 

emotion. Sometimes I do it intentionally, just because. Sometimes it just 

feels good to have a good cry. I've become way more emotional, but it's a 

good sense of relief. So, when I need that sense of relief, it is something I 

can access. (p. 1 1 ) 
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While the body of the sibling is gone, the body of the sister lives. Yet, it 

lives on in a different way. The past seems gone, the present feels changed and 

the future has yet to unfold. The body carries with it sensations and memories of 

events and feelings which connect us to the Loss of o u r  sibling. The carrying of 

these touchstones in our body reminds us of our sibling who feels in some ways 

lost to us and yet remains. 

You Trv To Put It In A Place That Doesn't Make You Crazy 

When death of a sibling occurs, there is a need to understand what has 

happened and to try and find a place for that understanding to reside. There is a 

process of searching for meaning in an event that feels completely meaningless. 

It is, as if, we need to find those meanings and understand them in a way which 

enables continued life. 

A place that doesn't make you crazy. What does a place of craziness 

look like? Perhaps a place that feels out of balance, chaotic, out of the 

ordinary. There is a sense of being out of control of oneself and of life 

being out of control. Is there a fear that one might not iive through it? 

Perhaps a fear of what it might mean to be completely changed without 

yet knowing what that looks like. And yet, perhaps in time the craziness 

and chaos become normative and integral to life, rather than separate. 

(Journal entry, March 23,2000) 

All of the sisters in the project spoke of a pervasive need to search for 

places where even momentary understanding of what had occurred could be 
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reached. As with other elements in the experience, this process does not occur 

at once, but requires us to discover and integrate pieces of understanding over 

time. The searching seems to involve two distinct, yet inseparable areas: the 

need to sort through and understand aspects of both the life and the death 

experiences of the sibling. Once sifted through, these understandings may find 

a place to reside within us, yet change over time. 

And for me it was about trying to understand, almost trying to understand 

the story of this. About what it meant to make sense of myself and what it 

meant to try and make sense of her. And what it was going to mean for 

me to try and just integrate my experience in a way that wasn't going to 

kill me in some way. (Lily, p. 1) 

There can be a need to understand how this particular event can be 

storied into the life of our sibling and ourselves. In white, privileged North 

American culture, we often live with the message that we are in control of our 

lives and destiny. In death, much of that message falls away as illusionary or, at 

best, not true in all cases. When we are unable to control what has happened, 

the need to find meaning seems to be almost a need to reestablish control over 

the storyline of our life. Through putting the pieces together, step by step, it is as 

though we rebuild our lives around the loss. 

Ices about what needs to be k n o w  As adults, our lives may 

be more separate from our siblings than they were during childhood. In most 

cases, we do not live in the same home as adults and do not have access to the 
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same amount of information about each other as we did when we were children. 

There may be missing links about what life was like for them as adults. Perhaps 

they never discussed it. Perhaps we failed to ask. When a brother or sister dies, 

there can be a need to understand pieces of their adult life in making meaning of 

their death. 

Shimone's brother spent some of his life working as a long distance 

trucker. His death occurred while he was on the road making a delivery. She 

describes her efforts to better understand his life on the road. 

I would sit down at a truck stop and just watch the truckers. They'd sit 

there and eat alone or maybe call home to talk with their families. I would 

walk up and talk with them. I just had to immerse myself in the trucker's 

life. I had to visualize what it was like for him to live that life. (p. 16) 

As I reflected on Shimone's actions, I wrote: 

I wonder if to some extent we want to make up for lost time, perhaps lost 

opportunity. Now that they are lost to us, we want to hold on, we want to 

turn back the clock. Before things move too quickly forward, we want to 

move back in time, to perhaps ding to the life that was and will never be 

again. (Journal entry, January 16, 2000) 

The need to know the life of our sibling can also be held in tension with 

the need not to know. In some cases, decisions are made to respect the privacy 

of the other. In their death, our siblings may leave us access to their belongings, 

their secrets, their passions, their pains. In some cases, our role as sibling may 
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be to protect their life from ourselves and others. It is almost as though through 

the final acts of 'cleaning up' their life, we hold higher the importance of their 

privacy than the need for ourselves or others to know and understand. 

There are journals and stuff of hers still in my basement. You can never 

really know somebody else's life. There are some things that I just don't 

think I need to know and I sort of put it into the category of important but 

not necessary information. With her journals - I don't need to know her 

life in that way. (Lily, p. 4) 

Maura took responsibility for cleaning out her brother's apartment following his 

death. She found secrets of his life that their family did not know. She 

continues to choose to keep these secrets from her family as a means of 

respecting what her brother never told. 

Technically, he wasn't supposed to be drinking. My mother was of the 

understanding that he hadn't had a drink in two or three years. There 

were half empty bottles of vodka there. One of the things I felt I did for 

him was I never told anybody all the stuff I found in the apartment. So, to 

me that was a way of saying, if I couldn't do anything for you when you 

were alive, at least I can do this for you now. (p. 8) 

~th unmswered wst~ons, The need to know and not know about 

the life of our adult sibling transcends into the questions that we may be left with 

about their death. There seems to be a need to be with the sibling in their death 

- perhaps not only to understand what the last moments of their life was like, but 
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as well to glimpse into the experience of death, including questions of how it 

might have occurred. Although Lauren was with her sister when she died, she 

remains somewhat haunted by their shared experience. While she avoided 

stories of trauma and death prior to Dee Dee's passing, she now searches for 

information. 

I used to have nightmares, at first, because of going through the hospital 

experience. Before this happened, I could never watch television shows 

about hospital life. Then after she died, I was glued to shows like that. 

It's like I'm glued to the n/ just to get any information that I can to help me 

deal with what happened to her. (p. 2) 

In many cases, we are not present at the time of the death and the need 

to understand what happened is lived out in the imagination. We can replay in 

our minds the possible last events of their life. We may question what was going 

on in their experience. The intimacy of knowing our sibling in life seems to be 

able to cany over to an intimate understanding of their possible death. 

Because he died by himself in his house, there is a real horrible panic to 

know if he suffered. If he knew, tried to get some help, but nobody was 

around. Panicking for him, scared for him - what it must have felt like for 

him to die by himself. I knew Douglas so well. I knew his head. I knew 

his hands. I knew everything about him. I can just imagine him slumped 

over on the edge of the bed. (Beth, p. 2) 

We can worry about our sibling's last moments of life and imagine a vivid picture 
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of them in their death. A need exists to understand and mentally put these 

events into some perspective. The image of their death experience may also 

leave us with questions we still long to ask. 

When I think about trying to understand what happened I think more in 

terrns of did you know - did you know this was going to happen? I keep 

wondering, did you know you weren't going to feel we113 Were you 

scared? I want to know all those things. (Emily, p. 12) 

For Emily, she continues to have questions about the last hours of her 

sister's life. While she knew her sister had the flu, it still seems impossible that 

one would die from complications of it. Perhaps, at times, we may continue to 

search for answers that only the sibling can answer. To find a resting place, we 

want to know they did not suffer. Somehow, perhaps that might make their death 

better for them, yet we are still left with the painful loss. 

As we move around into the caverns of questions about the life and death 

of our sister or brother, arrival at places of created meaning can also open us to 

the need to learn to live with unanswered questions. When meaning can be 

generated, there seems to be momentary pauses of rest. It is not necessarily 

the case that questions will not continue to surface, but we are able to find a 

place to put some pieces down. 

I think it's a matter of looking for as much of the good you can to make it 

okay in your head. Whether it's a game you play with yourself, it's just a 

matter of getting used to the idea that it's going to be different. I think that 
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everything takes place for a reason. I don't think there's really any such 

thing as everything being a coincidence. I think it's a natural part of 

human nature to give meaning to something that seems so meaningless. 

And that approach to it has helped me find understanding. (Beth, p. 11) 

In other cases, we must live with unanswered questions. Lily describes 

this as not yet knowing where to put all the pieces. In time she feels she may 

how,  yet she also is aware that she may not. While this may be difficult in 

some ways, in others, she respects it as part of the territory. Emily struggles as 

well with unanswered questions. 

I have a huge need now to understand things. Almost to a fault. Maybe I'll 

never understand this. I'll never have all the concrete facts about what 

led up to this. 1 know what the autopsy said, but there are still some 

things which you can't understand. (p. 6) 

There is almost an inability to find language to speak about the unknown 

aspects of the story. Even when all the concrete facts that are available are 

known, I found aspects of the intangibles can continue to haunt. What went on in 

their mind? What were their final actions? What did it feel like to die? And yet, 

the unanswerable spaces of the story do not stop the flow of the process. Living 

with the presence of loss requires us to live with unknown answers and residual 

questions. For some, there are mysteries in life and in death that might never be 

completely solved. Barbara Ascher (1993) eloquently writes of this dilemma of 

needing to live with the unknown. 
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Too often, mysteries make us mad. We insist on answers. It's positively 

un-American (or un-Canadian) to say, 'I don't know." But death says, no, 

there are mysteries to be accepted, not answered. More and more I am 

drawing comfort from that and finding that as I come to the limits of my 

knowledge, I am approaching the limitlessness of my heart. (p. 137) 

The element of searching for understanding resides within us as we find ways to 

understand and honor the experience of our sibling in life and death. Our 

knowing of them provides opportunity to imagine and long for this connection. 

Over time, whether answers are found or not, the intensity of the closeness we 

feel to them may not be diminished. 

e Loss Is Not M 

The experience of adult sibling bereavement does not occur outside the 

context of family. Each woman in this project spoke to me not only of her 

individual experience of bereavement, but also of ways in which it intersected 

with that of her family. When a sibling dies, it can feel like there is an empty 

space in the family. Family gatherings do not feel the same and whether this is 

acknowledged or left unspoken, the absence is a space occupied. No one can 

take the place of the one who is gone, yet they are not forgotten. Their absence 

is present in the room, residing within the hearts and minds of each person 

gathered. 

My conversations with the 

women helped me re-realize that bereavement is both an individual and shared 
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experience. This does not mean that the experience is unified in meaning or 

approach within families. The loss of the same person can mean different things 

to different people. What this daughter or son meant to each parent can vary. 

What this sister or brother meant to each sibling is likely different. Beth reflected 

upon the diversity of what the death of Douglas means to different people in her 

family. 

It affects all of us so differently. It affects my parents in a way where it's 

just not right that he should leave ahead of them. It affects me in a way 

where it makes me nervous about not having a brother, especially one I 

liked, for the rest of my life. It affects his fiancee in a way where she feels 

like she has been completely ripped off. So all that comes as the same 

core of feeling bad that this has happened, but we all kind of feel affected 

differently. (p. 2) 

What is lost to each person in the family seems to be connected to the 

relationship they shared with the deceased. Out of the difference of each 

relationship may mme a difference in how one grieves. It is likely that each 

person within the family may deal with the death in different ways. While this is 

perhaps as it should be. the diversity of approaches can influence and impact 

the experience of others. 

Within my family, my brother and mother are very, very much alike. They 

like to deal with things head on and figure out how everyone is feeling all 

in one lump sum. Where as I'm more, take a bit at a time, figure out why 
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do I feel this way, what does this mean, how do I deat with it. Then when I 

need to deal with something else, I deal with it. My father is the one who 

just has a tendency to bury his head in the sand and make it, you know, if 

you don't talk about it, it doesn't exist. So, that was kind of a challenge, 

because my mother and brother really never understood that people 

could deal with it differently. (Maura, p. 2) 

For Maura, her style of processing the death of her brother sometimes leaves 

her frustrated and feeling alone within her family. While she continues to persist 

to grieve in her own way, she also struggles with familial influences which 

question whether she is 'dealing with' her loss. 

Connections and disconnections in our gnevlng, 
. . 

In many families, there 

may be shared moments and events that feel painful and traumatic. In some 

cases, painful situations cannot be avoided because family members may help 

each other navigate their experiences of loss. Lily spoke of her experience of 

grieving in concert with that of her young children who grieve the loss of their 

aunt. 

I feel very angry at her for having killed herself and made this a part of my 

children's life. And I haven't told my kids how she died because I'm not 

ready to do that. I don't think that I could be so wrong, but I don't think 

they need to have to integrate that piece right now. It was really big work 

for them to experience my sadness about her death, let alone go to that 

other edge for me around trying to explain that to them. (p. 5) 



1 32 

Lily knows that someday she will talk with her children about Pearl's death in a 

way that will be helpful for them. The tenderness of her constant concern as a 

mother about her children's experience with this loss is evident. As well, there is 

a sense that she wants them to know and remember their aunt in ways perhaps 

more important than the way she died. There is a communal flow to her 

experience of finding balances between taking care of herself while caring for 

others. 

When our sister or brother dies in adulthood, we and our other siblings 

may witness the grieving of our parents whose child has died. There can be an 

odd feeling of needing to learn how to comfort them, as they have often been the 

comforter to us throughout life. At times, it may seem almost like roles are 

reversed, as we may support parents in ways not previously experienced. 

Lauren still experiences difficulty with her mother's grieving and searches to 

understand the complexities of this experience. 

I find it very difficult to help her through this. When she starts to talk about 

it, she gets really upset and I feel that a wall comes up and I don't 

understand what is happening. It's like my pain and her pain are touching. 

The moment she starts to talk about it, it hurts and I can't deal with it. I 

don't yet know what that's about. (p. 9) 

Again returning to my journal for further reflection and writing, 

Pain touching pain. There is a feeling of rawness and open woundedness 

in her wards. The experience is so real, the pain can be felt, but making 
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sense of each other's experience continues to be illusive. Perhaps we 

leam to live without understanding, yet continue to feel the pain. (Journal 

entry, February 3, 2000) 

In some instances, we may continue to look to our mother and father to 

provide a parental role as the family navigates this experience. There can be the 

hope and expectation that parents will help us individually and collectively as we 

grieve. Emily had such a need, despite the lack of closeness she feels in her 

family unit. 

My parents never talked to us about the death. My mother was here for 

just the funeral and left. She didn't really talk to any of us. And my father, 

still to this day, won't even mention her name. It's not like he acts like it 

never happened, it's just not acknowledged at all. You don't really want to 

bring it up. I get angry at my parents for not dealing with it with us. I 

realize that we normally don't talk about anything, but this was the one 

that they have the responsibility to talk to us about. (p. 5) 

As I circled and re-circled through this conversation, I reflected: 

We may carry with us the desire to protect or enable the pain of others in 

our family. Yet, familiar patterns of interaction in life are not left behind 

when death occurs. How can one learn to grieve with others who grieve? 

Who comforts whom when all are broken? Some may feel lost to us in 

their own grieving, while we can also feel lost to ourselves. How does 

what we have known as family accommodate the presence of loss into 
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what will be family? (Journal entry, December 9, 1999) 

At times, instances of healing and comfort can, as well, be part of our 

family's experience of adult sibling loss. There can be a strength and closeness 

generated through shared experiences of supporting one another and 

remembering the deceased. Shimone's niece was really struggling one day while 

the family waited for the body of her father to be returned to them. Noticing this, 

Shimone asked her what might help her. Her niece replied that she wanted to 

experience some of the fun and laughter she remembered being so much a part 

of past family gatherings. While the reason for this family gathering was one of 

sadness, the family was able to experience connection and release through the 

presence of shared memories. 

We called all the family together. I mean there must have been 40 or 50 

people there. We told stories and we laughed and we laughed and we 

laughed. And then we'd cry a little bit and then we would laugh some 

more. We told the fun things and you know it was so healthy. It was so 

wonderful and it really helped to defuse some of the emotion that was 

surrounding us as a family. (p. 19) 

For some women, these moments of healing were experienced in 

individual relationships within their family rather than in large collective 

gatherings. Kaylene finds comfort in talking about her brothers with her 

granddaughter men she visits her home for sleepovers. While others in her 

world may not talk about Pete or Nick, her granddaughter often brings them up 
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in conversation and wants to talk about them. Through this relationship, Kaylene 

is able to meet her own need and the need of her granddaughter to remember 

through conversation. 

Findina our wav without them, In some instances, the process of grieving 

together can bring new meaning and life to family relationships. While Arnold 

was living, Chelsea and her other brother, Grant, experienced tension with each 

other because they handled Arnold's alcoholism in different ways. Now that he 

is dead, they are re-creating a new relationship with each other. 

One thing that's been very positive is that my other brother and I have 

gotten a lot closer through this. It's almost like we feel that now we've lost 

our big brother, we're sort of responsible for each other. We have this 

commonality of our grief for losing him, so we feel quite protective of each 

other. It's like we are the only ones left and we have to really treasure 

what we have. (p. 7) 

Treasuring what is present and being present with each other is part of 

what family members can do in the face of loss. In recognizing over time the 

reality of the loss, our families are forever changed. Not only who the deceased 

was to each person, but what they functionally contributed to the family is lost. 

Our families can continue to feel the impact of this death over time as the loss is 

woven into our collective life story. 

Dee Dee facilitated much of the communication in her family before her 

death. Now that she is gone, those remaining have difficulty knowing what to say 
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parents without the presence of Dee Dee. 

My sister was sort of a go between for my mother and me. Even my 

sister's death hasn't changed that part of the relationship between me and 

my mother. Dee Dee was the buff and we could go through her to talk but 

now we are left to face it on our own. She was that way with my dad too. 

Like, if my Dad and I had nothing else to talk about, we could start talking 

about Dee Dee because that's all we really had in common. And now it's 

very difficult because we don't have that. (p. 1 ) 

While it can be difficult, in some instances, to talk about our sibling, 

another ongoing experience may be facilitating ways of remembering the 

deceased within our family. As adult siblings, we can play an important role in 

helping others to remember our sister or brother. Over time, as opportunities 

present themselves, Emily looks forward to talking with her nieces about their 

mother. These young girls awoke in the morning to find their mother dead while 

their father was out of town. Emily is concerned that the girl's father does not talk 

with them or allow them to grieve their mother's death and looks forward to 

helping them know their mother in the future. 

I don't think that he has really allowed them to grieve about it. I get angry 

at this because it sounds like a disservice to her. There is not a picture of 

her up anywhere in their house. When the girls get to an age where they 

want to know about their mother, I want to help them with that. Not 
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because I think I have an obligation to, but because I really want to. (p. 5 ) 

The absence of our sibling occupies a space not only within us, but 

potentially within other family members. What the loss means to each can vary. 

Individual and collective experience can influence each other. There can be 

situations of shared comfort and discomfort and the presence of the absence 

can be felt in ongoing relationships with others. While the loss is not ours alone, 

it is unique to us. Its presence will persist both in solitary and mutual moments. 

J Find Wavs To D~~ Mv Loss 
. . 

Another element of adult sibling bereavement is that of finding ways to 

dignify the loss we have experienced. To dignify means 'to elevate something to 

a place of importance or respect, or to hold something in special regard' (Morris, 

1 975). The women in this project conversed with me of many ways in which they 

dignify their loss or feel others have influenced this process. These acts 

seemed to promote a sense of comfort for them in their experience of loss. While 

the reality of the absence has not changed, the process of finding dignity in the 

experience enables them to further recognize and integrate it into their lives. In 

a sense, these aspects of the experience helped them find moments of healing 

and respite. 

The women spoke of these efforts promoting a space for the pain of the 

loss to be validated and then integrated into their lives rather than 'making 

everything better'. There seemed to exist a realization that finding comfort does 

not mean there is an absence of the loss, but rather we find new ways to live 
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with it. As everything in life can feel different, it seems unrealistic (and perhaps 

undesirable) to want life to return to its previous state before the loss. As one 

lives with the loss, I found their sense of what recovery and resolution of grief 

seems to shift. 

What do we mean by recovery or getting better? Do we implicitly believe 

or communicate that things will return to their previous state? When loss 

comes into our lives, there is a need to redefine what getting better 

means. Getting better or recovering seems to be less about finding our 

way back and more so about finding our way forward. While parts of who 

we were before the loss will travel with us, there is also the realization 

that we travel differently than before. Our grieving can both break and 

strengthen us. (Journal entry, March 16, 2000) 

While what is comforting to one person might be distressing to another, 

the women in this project did highlight three areas which influenced this element 

of the experience: the presence of others, including professional counselling; the 

importance of momentos or touchstones of the deceased; and the support of 

their spiritual beliefs. 

Thepresence of othets. When a sibling dies, the presence of others can 

influence our experience in both supportive and unsupportive ways. The ways 

in which these gestures are evidenced can vary based on both the situation and 

the individuals involved. It can be challenging for both the bereaved and those 

around them to give and receive support which is perceived as helpful. At times, 
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presence of fresh cut flowers in her office supported her to feel that she did not 

have to leave her grief at home when she returned to work. This ongoing sign of 

understanding and support affirmed the loss and its presence over time. 

I went to work one day and here were some flowers on the middle of the 

table in my office from my boss. That really freed me to grieve and each 

week for six weeks my boss and his wife had new flowers brought to my 

office. It was just so wonderful. (p. 10) 

The recognition by others of the importance of the loss can make a tremendous 

difference. Through cards, notes and other tangible gestures, the bereaved can 

come to know they are supported in their loss and others are willing to stand with 

them over time as the loss is accommodated. 

Another significant gesture of support can be found in simply being 

present. At times, there is need for nothing more than to be present as we enter 

into our meaning-making process. Kaylene felt supported through her loss when 

many of her friends attended the memorial service for her brother, Nick. This 

part of her experience helped her grieving as well as strengthened her 

understanding of the significance she plays in other's lives. 

At Nick's memorial, what was really neat was to be standing there talking 

about him and looking out at all these people. And then what really hit 

me, Ann, was these people are here because of who you are too. 

Because of the love that you have and the ways you have stayed 
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connected. I just had a big boost of self-worth and acknowledgment when 

that happened. (p. 1 1 ) 

Lily echos this feeling of support provided by others' presence. 

Pearl's friends and I put the memorial service together and probably one 

of the nicest things a friend said to me afterwards was 'Pearl really liked 

this,' - which was such a kindness. (p. 7) 

The seemingly simplest of gestures can provide immeasurable support, 

but sometimes the discomfort of others about our loss can cause confusion and 

discomfort in ourselves. Comments sometimes heard can include "You'll get over 

itu; "Death doesn't matter, there is no deathm; 'I know how you feeln; or "Heishe 

wouldn't like you to be unhappy" (Ironside, 1996). At times, hearing others 

struggle to talk about the experience can cause us to feel as if we need to care 

for the consoler. Beth reflected on such a time. 

It's hard because people are a bit uncomfortable on how to treat you and 

how to be around you. So, as a result, it is a bit uncomfortable for them. 

They are trying their best to make it a comfortable situation. And then I am 

aware of that and 1 want to make them feel comfortable, so it just gets to 

be an awkward thing all around. (p. 5) 

Talking to the bereaved and listening to the bereaved talk is not always 

an easy process. It is difficult to know how what is said will be received by the 

other. Supporters can be unaware how their expressions or silence may be 

perceived by us. In turn, we may feel an added burden of needing to take away 
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the discomfort of the consoler, while finding ways to meet our own needs. As I 

worked to make sense of this dynamic, I wrote in my journal. 

When we try to speak of toss and absence, we can feel a loss or absence 

in language. What is said and unsaid conveys something, yet how is it 

received? D o e s  one ever know what has been heard by another'? 

Gadamer (1960/1998) claims that "language is the universal medium in 

which understanding occurs. Understanding occurs in interpreting" (p. 

389). 1 understand language to be spoken and unspoken, but is one able 

to experience an absence of language? (Journal entry, May 3,2000) 

Despite discomfort, many of the women in this project spoke about the 

importance for them to have opportunities to talk about their sibling over time. 

Sadly, the opportunities to do so are often limited, as others stop asking or 

perhaps feel enough time has passed that it is over or forgotten. 

Everybody else figures they are afraid to talk to you about it. They don't 

want to bring it up to you because they are afraid. Like my girlfriend's 

husband said to her, 'Quit bringing it up all the time to her.' She told me 

about this and we talked about it. I said, 'Well, if it gets to a point where I 

don't want to talk about it, I'll let you know. But I need to talk about it as 

much as I can - I need to get it out.' Everybody believes that if you don't 

bring it up, don't talk about it, she's not going to think about it. Well, 

Hello, I sit here everyday and think about it. (Lauren, p. 8) 

Beth agrees with Lauren about the helpfulness of ongoing conversation 
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about her brother. Despite others' discomfort, she continues to talk about 

Douglas because it is healing for her. 

I still speak so frankly about Douglas before he died. I can't do it any 

other way. I could sense people are taken aback by this, but 1 have to 

continually talk my way through it, to hear my voice say that this was real 

and it was not something that was going to change. That's something 

that's been healing for me. (p. 12) 

One of the ways in which the bereaved can find support for their ongoing 

need to talk about their loved one and the loss is through individual and group 

counselling. Most of the women in the project utilized some type of counselling 

support as part of their process of integrating the loss into their lives. What stood 

out as important in both types of counselling was the helpfulness of talking about 

their loss and receiving support and feedback from others. Kaylene continues 

grief counselling and finds that talking about her experience with her counsellor 

enables her to accept the loss and understand its significance for her life. 

Shimone spoke of the importance she places in her experience of individual 

counselling. 

I think the thing that helped me the most was that he told me, 'Shimone, 

you are not losing your mind. You are very normal. What is happening for 

you is very normal in the loss process.' We explored everything and all 

he'd have to do is say a sentence and I'd go off. I believe I am very 

healthy today and I am grateful for that counselling that helped me get 
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In other cases, the presence of others who are bereaved can provide 

support for our healing process. While Beth was initially reluctant to participate 

in a grief support group, the experience of connection with others who 

experienced similar situations was extremely beneficial. 

At first, I resisted going - thinking that it wasn't really necessary. There 

was a real feeling of anticipation and edginess going into it. But then as I 

listened to the stories of the other people, I got this odd sense of 

euphoria. You think to yourself, this is where you belong - with your 

people - with that in common. And it's so fortunate that I went. (Beth, p.5) 

Lauren continues to meet with some women from her grief support group and 

finds this ongoing support and connection comforting as she experiences 

ongoing awareness of her loss. 

When I start to feel very sad about her death, I try to put it in perspective. 

I think of all the women in my group and know their pain is real like mine. 

I try not to feel their pain, but think, they probably feel exactly as I do 

sometimes. I think of others who have lost their brothers or sisters and 

they've made it through, so I'm going to make it through too. (p. 5) 

e immrtance of m o r n e m  Another way in which the women in this 

project dignified their loss was through tangible items which belonged to the 

deceased or through the creation of momentos for use in their process of 

accommodating the absence. As mentioned earlier, the women brought to our 



1 44 

conversations not only their story of the experience, but items which helped me 

to better understand their sibling and their loss. Scrapbooks, photographs, cards 

and letters were common expressions shared in this process. In some cases, the 

creativity of the women to find ways to carry and care for their loss as they re- 

entered the obligations of their lives was remarkable. 

Shimone brought to our conversation a basket filled with brooches, each 

of which symbolized a different aspect of her brother. For example, there was a 

heart for his presence in her heart, a star for his sparkling personality, and a 

black stone rimmed with gold for the darkest day of her life. She spoke of how 

she selected a different brooch to wear on her lapel as a touchstone and comfort 

to her when she returned to work following Justin's death. She describes the 

importance of her daily ritual. 

I am a visual person and symbols are important to me. I want my 

brother's memory to stay alive. For a long time, I've had to have 

something on me every day that 1 could see, that I could reach out and 

touch that was part of a memory of him. When I reach up and touch it, I 

think about him and know a very fond warmness. 1'11 be sitting in meetings 

and I'll just reach up and touch whatever I have chosen that day. It's just 

connecting with a memory and with the love that I still have for him. (p. 5) 

The need to carry one's sibling with you through memory and symbol can 

be an important part of this experience. It is, as if, one wants to dignify the loss 

through silent expressions and remembrances. The use of these momentos can 
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seem to be less about others knowing than it is about knowing ourselves. The 

presence of momentos marks and fills the absent space with a tangible 

remembrance. Emily decided to mark the importance of Claire in her life by 

getting a tatoo as part of her healing. While she had thought about getting a 

tatoo at different times in her life, this experience seemed most appropriate for 

such a permanent, lasting reminder. 

The day I realized 1 am more at peace with this is the day I got my tattoo. 

I just wanted something that I would take with me forever and always have 

with me. I had it translated - it is three Chinese words. The first one is her 

name, the second is sister and the third is friend. It means a lot that I will 

take it with me for the rest of my life. (p. 15) 

Items which have belonged to our sibling can also be important 

remembrances of our relationship with them. Many of the women talked about 

or showed me clothing, jewelry, songs and other keepsakes that were their 

siblings' and now are theirs. Over time, the significance of tangible items may 

become more or less important, but at some time it is likely that something 

emerges with a special significance. 

Some things I wanted nothing to do with ended up being healing for me, 

like using his car or wearing his shirt. Initially, I wanted everything to go 

to the Salvation Army, but it has ended up being fortunate that I have 

some things. Like getting into the shower in the morning and using a 

towel that I know was his. Initially, none of that was good to have around 
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because it was too wrong that this stuff was taking up space in my home 

when it should have been at his home. But as time has worn on, there is 

comfort in his things. (Beth, p. 13) 

. . The su~mrt of -1 beliefs, Another area which emerged as I moved 

through the interpretive experience was the importance of spiritual beliefs in 

dignifying the pain. These beliefs can be connected to both our understanding 

of where our sibling's spirit continues to live as well as the ways in which having 

a spiritual framework has helped as we grieve. For some of the women, 

circumstances occurred in their experience which confirmed a spiritual presence 

and facilitated making meaning of events from a spiritual perspective. 

Chelsea had a dream shortly following Amold's death which she 

describes as a spiritual experience which helped her find some peace in her 

relationship with him. Her understanding of this experience is grounded in her 

belief that spirituality is integrally connected to the absence she feels in Arnold's 

death. 

I had a dream after he died and somehow it set a lot of things to rest for 

me. I dreamed I was in my old house that I lived in where he used to 

come and visit me. This was a place where he'd often show up drunk and 

with a girlfriend and just want to use my house to be with this girl. 

Anyway, I dreamed I was in the kitchen of this house and I was bent down 

beneath the counter, taking something out of the cupboard. I heard the 

front door shut and I heard him call out my name and I just went, 'Oh God, 
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what am I going to have to deal with now?' And I stood up and he looked 

absolutely like he used to look before he was drinking. We had some 

kind of verbal exchange and his response was 'Well, you know, Chelsea, 

I've discov8ted that life is what you make it.' And I woke up and knew 

absolutely, without any doubt, why he had come. He learned, he got it, 

and he was ok. Somehow he was trying to tell me that he understood and 

even though he couldn't reciprocate it when he was living, somehow he 

did when he passed on. (p. 2) 

In some instances, spirituality was an important support in the lives of 

women which guided them in their experience of losing their sibling. Shimone 

describes herself as a devout Christian and attributes the presence of the Lord 

to much of the peace she can now feel. She feels this spiritual presence has 

been sustaining her throughout her experience and continues to guide her 

integration of this loss into her life. 

I have felt a presence with me throughout this entire experience. I've 

really felt as though the Lord was sustaining me and holding me up. 

There wasn't any other way I could describe it. He couldn't take away the 

pain and the hurt, but he helped me bear it. (p. 22) 

As well, Kaylene actively engages in Native spirituality as part of her 

healing process and believes that her Creator has been instrumental in her 

experience. Not only does she believe in the spirit's presence in the past, but 

relies on its continued sustenance in the future. 
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You might call them coincidences, but I believe that somewhere in this 

spiritual world there is someone working on my behalf. It's like my Creator 

somehow took care of business and arranged everything so that my 

endings with my brothers could be the best they could be under the 

circumstances. I'II never, never feel alone because I'II always have my 

spirituality to support me. (Kaylene 2, p. 9) 

Apart from relying on spiritual beliefs to assist us in integrating the loss, 

we may be confirmed or challenged in our beliefs about an afterlife following the 

death of our sibling. There can be a solidification of previously held beliefs or a 

questioning of them. Beth reflects upon the sense of understanding and peace 

she has through her belief that Douglas is now in heaven. Although this belief 

does not remove the longing she has for things to be different, she in some ways 

makes sense of his early death as a reflection of his goodness as a person. 

He did his job and he just did it a little quicker than others. And he was 

allowed to go. My sense is that this is not necessarily heaven where we 

are here. I have the sense that where he has gone is to heaven. I think 

there is such a thing as heaven and hell and I would sense that this would 

be more of a hell here. That doesn't necessarily mean that it's awful here, 

it's just that it's much more of a struggle to live than it is to die. So, I just 

think he was finished. (p.14) 

Emily's loss of Claire has brought an increased questioning about 

spiritual concerns. Although she continues to work to understand these 
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mysteries, she does understand that she feels a greater sense of something 

existing beyond her. 

It's given me a lot more faith in something higher. I mean for the first 

while it was like, how could you have done this? And for me, I don't know 

if that faith is in God, but it is in the sense that there is something out 

there that's higher than all of us that you have to trust. You have to know 

that it is going to get you through whatever it gets you through. (p. 9) 

While the absence of our sibling continues to be felt, there can be an 

element which fills part of the space as pain dignified. Through the presence of 

others, these sisters teach us that we can feel affirmed and supported in our 

experience. In using rnomentos which link us to our sibling, we can continue to 

honor the important place our sister or brother holds for us. Spiritual beliefs can 

be solidified and questioned as they provide texture to the experience as we 

ponder such possibilities. In all of these efforts, we can further awaken to the 

reality of the absence once again, yet know there can be ways to dignify its 

presence. 

J've mm!2ed Bevond Relief 

Another element of adult sibling bereavement that may be experienced is 

change. While in its essence, the entire experience of this loss can be 

described as one of change, there can be particular areas of change which 

emerge over time. I became aware that there can be a sense of living in the 

world in a different way and those differences are not transitory, but rather 
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persistent. lronside (1 996) describes the experience as one where we are not 

enriched, but enlightened. This sense of enlightenment can be seen in a new 

awareness of ourselves and our relationships as well as through seeking out 

new directions in life. 

Emily, at times, cannot believe the changes which have occurred in her 

life since the death of Claire. This experience has changed her understanding 

of herself as well as the way she relates to other people. It has also opened 

possibilities of new career directions. 

This experience has changed me beyond belief. If there is one consistent 

thing my friends say about me, it is that you've changed so much since 

Claire died. It's just changed my whole outlook on everything. From who 

I am, to what I want to do, to how I feel about being in this world, to what I 

think my purpose is now. If I had to say just one thing about this 

experience - it just changed me. It completely changed the person that I 

am. (p. 8) 

Changgs in self-acceptance and life perspectives, There can be a tension 

present between being changed yourself and living in a world which has 

changed. The continued presence of the absence forces us to remember that 

our world is different. At times, change can evolve from the absence, while at 

others it may be initiated by oneself. One of the changes which many women 

spoke of was a greater sense of acceptance in who they are as women. In a 

sense, the experience of loss can help us focus on what has, perhaps always, 
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been important, but also what has remained illusive. Often in the busy routines 

of living, what is important can be overtaken by what is most urgent or what calls 

for our accountability. In living with this new awareness, we can choose a 

different way of living in relationship with ourselves. 

I've changed a lot, you know. I'm just much more content, more calm. I 

just seem happier and I hope I don't ever forget this. It's hard to explain, 

Ann, what happened to me. There is something different. I have more 

confidence in who I am as a woman. My life is always changing, but this 

change entails a loss of my old self. I'm starting to like who I am and that 

really frees up a lot more energy. (Kaylene 2, p. 10) 

In other cases, the change within the self may not reflect a sense of new 

opportunities awaiting but rather challenges us to live with new perspectives of 

life. Beth has been surprised at the amount of resilience she sees in herself as 

she takes care of her brother's final affairs and re-orients to the obligations of 

her world. She describes being amazed at what she has accomplished, yet she 

views life differently and at times, must live with changes in herself that 

challenge and persist. 

I feel like there is a little piece of me that's missing. There's like a piece 

of me that's in some way turned off. It's like a lot of things don't really 

matter much to me anymore. And that's not that my life doesn't matter to 

me. tt's more so that, in general, I've deadened to things that used to be 

big issues. I'm an esthetician and so in my work with women day in and 
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day out, I listen to them talk about their problems and concerns which I 

know are completely real and solid to them, but my patience is so much 

tinier for that kind of stuff. I think that's just part of the process. (p. 3) 

What once was so important can become seemingly insignificant. There 

may be a tearing away of the non-essentials and a building up of what is 

essential for each woman. As we live in a different way, we can be corrfronted by 

those who do not. While these individuals mean no hann by their posture of 

living, we can feel affronted by their mere presence and priorities. Emily echoed 

Beth's sentiments by noting, 'The fact that you missed your favorite lV show last 

night is not the most traumatic thing in the world" (p.2). It may be that we 

experience a change in consciousness which brings forth new ways of 

understanding and being. There can be a sense that we are living on a different 

plane, a deeper life space where we have been pulled unwillingly, yet somehow 

willingly remain. 

hawes in re la t ionsw Another aspect of change evidenced in this 

experience can be the ways we are in relationships with other people. In some 

cases, past hurts can be healed to the point where they no longer haunt in the 

same way. With the realization of the fragility of life, we can seemingly be called 

to ensure we are living in ways that promote our own sense of well-being. 

Lauren claims the death of Dee Dee has prompted her to re-evaluate long held 

hurt abut  their parent's divorce when they were children as well as other 

relationships in her life. 
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The positive side is that it certainly has changed my life - the way I look at 

and deal with things. I think I had a lot of anger about my parent's divorce 

and different things that have happened over the years. Her going has 

made me realize that it's just not worth holding onto that anger. A lot of 

the anger is gone and my life has improved. You sure do look at things 

differently because life's just too short. Like, you say at work, 'I'll see you 

tomorrow'. I don't say that anymore. You think, my sister probably said 

that on Friday - 'See you Monday', and well, you know ... (p. 6) 

Letting go of past hurts in relationships and living differently in the present 

can be part of what changes through the loss experience. In some cases, our 

awareness and sensitivity to others is heightened and we learn the value of 

being open and honest with others as opportunities arise. Maura claims that she 

has learned a lot about herself and spends more time thinking about how she 

feels about other people as well as how she is treating them. She now lives her 

life making a concerted effort to be more authentic in her relationships. This 

authenticity is seen in decisions to not automatically judge another's reaction to 

situations, as well as communicating her thoughts and feelings more openly with 

those she cares about. 

I've learned to value what is really important in my life and to look at the 

relationships that I have and never let a compliment go unsaid. You know, 

if I'm feeling particularly grateful to a friend for doing something, 1 make 

sure that they understand it. I do not just assume that they understand 
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that's how I feel. This is definitely the most valuable thing that I've pulled 

out of the whole experience. (p. 2) 

As we find value in the experience of loss, others can notice the change 

within us as well. Kaytene looks forward to future relationships with her 

grandchildren and is determined to create positive experiences with them. She 

believes not only will they benefit from their relationship, but acknowledges how 

rewarding this will be for her. She attributes this new outlook to being in a space 

where she not only feels better about herself, but receives encouraging 

feedback from others with whom she is in relationship. 

I think if I can just be the most healthy, happy, harmonious person I can 

be - that's exciting. There is something different about how I am with 

others. I asked a girlfriend straight out - you know I feel something's 

different and you knuw me - what do you think? She said, 'It's just a world 

of difference. You're just so much easier to be with, you're not so stuck in 

a scheduled or regimented way of being. You're just much more easy 

going and things don't seem to affect you as much'. That says a lot to 

me. (Kaylene 2, p. 1 1 ) 

. .. es In   no rib In some cases, the changes emerging from the 

loss can focus us in new directions and avenues of living, yet the realization of 

what we need to do differently may only evolve over time. As Lily began to re- 

enter her life more fully following Pearl's death, she became aware that she 

needed to make decisions to compensate for lost time. 'I need to hold on to time 
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because I lost a year where I could barely function enough to emotionally stay 

connected with my kids. I need a year to not move too quickly right now" (p. 6). 

The decision to move slowly has enabled Lily to feel more in control of her life as 

she feels a greater sense of connection to her family and begins to plan for new 

directions in her work. 

For some, the experience of adult sibling bereavement provides an 

opportunity to take time to realize what is important in life. Kaylene finds this 

time encourages her to make new commitments to live her life differently. She 

looks forward to taking more personal time, to slow down the busyness of her life 

and to spend more time internally. As she reflects on her brother's life, she 

learns from his life, ways she wants to live differently. 

When Pete died, I made a decision. Where did it all get him. He worried 

and he paid his bills and he was responsible, but he was not a happy 

camper. So I made a decision that my bills are going to be paid. and I 

want to be a happy camper. (Kaylene 2, p.11) 

New perspectives about our attitude toward living can emerge from the 

experience of grieving. Decisions to slow down, refocus, and readjust our 

posture of living can bring with it changes in priorities as well. Beth echos 

Kaylene's claim that her loss has made her rethink how she is living her life. It 

has given her encouragement to take new risks and ensure she takes care of 

herself. 

It's made a difference in my life. For somebody like myself that works a 



1 56 

fair amount, it really makes you think. I used to think I'd better not go for 

two weeks holidays because I might be disappointing clients. But now, 

it's made me so much more aware of my life and I may not be here this 

time next year. It's just made me a lot more aware of 'going for it' a bit. 

(P. 3) 

Many of the women in the project spoke with me of new endeavors they 

look forward to pursuing. Shimone is looking into becoming involved with prison 

ministries in the hope that she can make a difference in the life of someone who 

is imprisoned. She claims that she has come to new understandings of 

forgiveness in wrestling with her belief that her brother's murderer is 

unconditionally loved by God. While this new realization will never bring her 

brother back, she sees changes in herself which allow her to reach out to others. 

In my life, I've always been a caregiver and this experience has given me 

another dimension in my ability to care for others. I can reach out to them 

in ways that I wasn't able to before. Maybe I can help them to see it's 

okay to express what you're feeling, it's okay to go for counselling. I am 

very vocal and when I speak, I just say it like it is. I think that's what 

women like to hear - authenticity. (p. 23) 

Chelsea's experience of Amold's death calls her to roflcc ;;~;GG what &he has to 

offer the world. She has begun to try out new activities in the hope of leaving 

her mark. 

When I think about Arnold dying in relationship to my life, it really makes 
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me think of what I have to offer. I've started painting and I've found out I 

can do it. His death really made me think about what you leave behind. I 

don't want anybody to be sitting telling my story and having it sound as 

tragic as my brother's. I know the circumstances are so different it 

wouldn't be like that, but I'd really like to leave something. (p. 8) 

Returning again to my journal I wrote: 

There seems to exist the potential for life and death to co-exist. When 

someone dies, they do so amidst life. As we live, we do so amidst death. 

In death, there is life and in life, there is death. Life and death are 

inseparable, yet in our culture we seem to strive to live with them as 

separable. It is, as if, we are awakened to the possibility of their co- 

creative existence when we are confronted with their inter-twined 

presence in our own lived experience. (Journal entry, May 21,2000) 

At times, we can clearly see directions to pursue which connect us to our 

sibling's life or the journey of our own life. Even when we do not know exactly 

where we are headed, there can be a vibrancy about the possibilities. It is, as if, 

the absence continues to persist, yet it does not diminish our capacity to be 

reborn. For Kaylene, although she does not yet know what lies ahead, she is 

confident that the death of Nick and Pete offers opportunity to build a new 

beginning in her life. 

i don't know where this is going to take me, but I don't want to live my 

legacy. On one part, it's very sad, but on another part it is very liberating 
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that I can at this young age let go of my legacy. I can remember it in any 

way I want to remember it. I don't know where I am flying to, but I don't 

have a lot of rocks and baggage tying me down. I'm moving into a 

transitional part of my life, my menopause time of life. What a wonderful 

time to be reborn. (p. 13) 

J Will Alwavs Live With HerMim And This Loss 

The experience of adult sibling bereavement includes the realization that 

we will likely always live with a sense of loss yet forever remain in relationship 

with our deceased brother or sister. There is an ongoing sense of presence and 

relationship despite the physical absence of the other. The women in this 

project spoke with me of ways they not only continue to feel the presence of their 

siblings but ways in which they promote being in relationship with them. There 

is a sense that we learn ways to continue to love someone who is no longer 

there. Robert Anderson, on the death of his first wife, wrote 'Death ends a life, 

but it does not end a relationship, which struggles on in the survivor's mind 

toward some resolution which it never finds" (1974, p. 77). 

Lifeand For Beth, Douglas is present throughout her day. 

She reflects on this presence by noting, 'There's a real piece in my brain every 

day that he takes up. He takes up a fair amount of time and it's not always teary, 

but he's definitely there in many different ways" (p. 9). The one who is no longer 

seen continues to occupy space in our life. It is not the case of out of sight, out 

of mind. In some instances, it may seem that their presence is as prominent in 
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death as it was in life. For Lauren, the reminders of the loss are part of her 

every day experience. It seems as though her relationship with Dee Dee can be 

so present, that she may at times forget about its absence. 

She's part of my every day. You know, there is something every day. 

You don't get up thinking, oh gosh, my sister died and this is going to be 

your whole day, but little things all day long trigger. Like something will 

happen and I think I should phone her. Then you stop to think, well, she's 

not there. But in another way, she's going to be there every day of my 

life. That loss is felt everyday. It's something that you just don't turn off. 

(P- 8) 

Not only does Lauren feel the loss and the presence of Dee Dee every 

day, she also finds ways to continue to talk about her with others. She has 

struggled to answer questions other people may ask who do not know that she 

has a sister. It is often with strangers that she finds a place to talk about Dee 

Dee. 

What do you say? Do you say, I have a brother and a sistefl Or do I say, 

I have a brother. What do you call this person now? I don't want to say I 

don't have a sister. I mean, I don't have a physical body, but she's still my 

sister and she's still part of my life. So, how do you put that? I notice now 

that I can bring her up on the bus. At first, I thought I can't mention my 

sister, but now I can talk about her. I just say 'My sister did this or that' 

and I don't have to explain to anybody that she's really not here. (p. 7) 
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I've come to understand that there is a tension in which life and death co- 

exist. While someone has died, they continue to be alive and present in the life 

of their remaining sibling. The loss is felt, yet there are continuing bonds of 

connection. Even when others who know of the loss do not speak of it, we can 

find ways to continue to speak. In speaking of them as if they are alive, perhaps 

we confirm to others their importance and we confirm to ourselves their 

presence. Emily echoes Lauren's sentiments as she describes living with the 

reality of Claire's death in tension with feelings of an ongoing connection with 

her. 

She is always in my mind. She's always in my life and I always just think 

about her. I think about her every day still and I'm really glad. I'm not 

forgetting her but I think of her in a different way. In a very peaceful way. 

(Long pause). I just really miss her. (p. I I) 

In listening to Emily, there is an emphatic tone in her voice that claims she 

has not forgotten her sister. It is as if she wants us to know that she continues to 

love her and remember her. After reflecting upon what she has said, she adds 

her final statement about missing Claire. It is, as if, the crux of her message is - 
I know my sister is dead, yet she is still very alive to me. What I am left with is 

the experience of missing her which comes out of the experience of the loss 

mixed with the experience of ongoing connection. What arises is the missing of 

her, of what could have been and perhaps what also is. 

In some instances, the connection may be described as the sibling being 
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there in spirit or simply being a presence which is strongly felt. The experience 

of this presence can bring both comfort and distress. 

When I'm in his car and I'm driving, there is a sense of him ... sort of a 

smell of him around me. Sometimes it really gives me that heavy heart 

feeling and other times it's nice to have that sense. (Beth, p. 9) 

There can be a "both-and"aspect to this element of adult sibling bereavement. 

We are faced with living both with the loss and the continued presence of our 

brother or sister. This tension can bring about feelings of sadness as well as 

comfort. In some instances, it can feel like we carry this presence and loss 

within ourselves. Shimone believes very strongly that Justin is more than just a 

memory to her. She wants others to remember him in an ongoing way, not just 

in who he was before he died, but in ways that he continues 'to be' beyond his 

death. In her experience, her brother continues to live within her own body. She 

cherishes him and his ongoing presence in her life. 

Justin is more than just a memory to me. He is more than just a memory. 

He's part of my heart. Those we have truly loved never leave us. They 

live forever somewhere deep within the heart. That's where Justin lives. 

Deep in my heart. You are there in my heart, every day, Justin. I love 

you and will love you forever. (p. 4) 

Shimone continues to love her brother through talking with him and 

finding symbolic objects to place in her office and home. She is not alone in her 

desire to continue to be in relationship with her sibling. Many other women in 
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this project spoke with me of tangible ways in which they do things not only to 

honor the memory of their sibling, but also to continue to be connected to them. 

When 1 was talking with lily, she showed me a birthday card she bought for 

Pearl following her death. 

Not long after her death, I found this birthday card. It said, 'Of course 

there's such a thing as angels, only sometimes they don't have wings and 

we call them sisters.' It took me a long time, but finally I went back to the 

store and gave myself permission to buy it anyway, because it became 

ok. (p. 8) 

What we do and when we do it seems to matter less than doing 

something. It seems that over time we become more comfortable in the new 

relationship we share with our sibling. Ways are found to continue doing that 

which was part of our relationship within life as well as finding new ways to 

express love and connection. 

Emily finds that she will consider how her sister might advise her on 

different decisions she needs to make in her life. Through talking with Claire, 

she relies on that which has been significant in the past and continues to be in 

the present. 

1 talk with her every day. I'll be driving to work in the morning and I drive 

into the sunrise. I can have tears in my eyes and I think, 'Can you see 

me?' Sometimes I smile when I talk to her so much. I actually believe 

she is there all the time. I ask her advice about things going on in my life 
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and I really believe she is guiding me through what is going on in my life 

right now. (p. 10) 

In some instances, we can experience the ongoing presence of our sibling 

through seemingly unexplainable occurrences. In our meaning-making process, 

we may have found ways to account for what has occurred and not occurred in 

our experience of having a brother or sister die. 

Kaylene experiences an ongoing sense of Pete's presence in her life. She 

has experienced an event which she believes is Pete's effort to remain in contact 

and communication with her. While he was living with her, Pete would work the 

late shift and arrive home about 4 a.m. Kaylene would often awake at that time 

and listen for the light switch to click on in the hallway to know he was safely 

home. Following his death, she describes part of her experience. 

One time at 4:00 in the morning, I heard a continuous click click click click 

click. And it was like, I got it. It's a strange feeling, because it's too 

freaky on one end, but yet once you accept it, it was like wow! This has 

become quite a friendly way for my brother to communicate with me 

because, I believe, he doesn't want me to be alone. One time I was really 

hurting, and that night it was so distinctive, that click. I hadn't heard it in a 

long time, but it is almost like there's stilt a line there when I really need 

some kind of communication when I really feel alone. (p. 5) 

In reflecting upon her relationship with both Nick and Pete, Kaylene believes that 

they now love her in a way they couldn't while they were alive. The love which 
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she feels in her own life is energized by her relationship with them. She will 

always continue to love them and miss them as her life unfolds. 

The experience of ongoing companionship with a deceased loved one 

can be a comfort and a challenge. There can be moments when we experience 

events which arise and connect us to our loved one. As well, we can actively 

choose to initiate continuous bonds through our beliefs, thoughts and actions. 

Earlier in this narrative. I highlighted John Bowlby as a strong proponent of 

attachment in relationship as important. Upon his death, his wife, Ursula wrote: 

Instead of being shattered, I felt suddenly comforted. He seemed secure 

in my heart and I knew I would carry him about with me for the rest of my 

life. I have this sense of continuous companionship. I am never lonely. I 

can't understand the 'how' or 'why' but as a believer I accept it as a 

wonderful gift from God. And I know it will last, because although I didn't 

expect it, I recognize it. (1991, p. 5) 

A Collective Expression of Possible Experience 

Throughout the process of entering and re-entering each element of adult 

sibling bereavement, I have come to realize that we cannot fully understand this 

experience by simply perusing one element without considering the others. As 

well, we cannot understand this experience as a linear process through which 

we ail move in the same way. While I have written about the importance of each 

us living the experience in our own way, I have continuing concerns that you 

may understand what I have written to be the only way to understand this 
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experience. Over time, I have had to re-realize and trust that you understand 

that what I have produced here is one possibility of what could have been 

constructed. It is my hope that we have arrived at a place where what the 

women have experienced, what you have read, what I have written, and what we 

all have interpreted, has reached a place of momentary pause. 

In this place, I continue to wonder about the women I have met and what 

other possible meanings we could coconstruct about this experience. In some 

instances, my contact with them continues as they telephone me to check in and 

update me on their ongoing experience of this loss. In other cases, I am left to 

simply cany them with me and remember them with great regard. In either case, 

I am continually reminded that this experience has not ended with this chapter. 

Rather it continues to unfold as we each go about our living, creating new 

possibilities of meaning and understanding as women. 

In this place, I also wonder about you, the reader, and the interpretations 

you now carry with you. As you have wandered about this chapter, in what way 

have you engaged with this text and has this text engaged you? What meanings 

have emerged and where do they now reside? As you live with these 

understandings, what difference might they make as you go about your living? 

And in this place, I understand the experience of adult sibling 

bereavement to be an absence which is a space occupied. The absence of our 

sister or brother persists over time and lives collectively with elements which 

come to occupy the space. We may not experience each element in a linear 
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fashion, but repeatedly re-visit each one. What might be experienced in each 

element is not likely the same for each of us. What fills the absence is influenced 

by who used to occupy this space and what she or he meant to us. Our brother 

or sister is lost to us, yet they remain. Our body carries the experience and we 

find ways to dignify its presence. We grieve in concert with others and are 

changed as women. The chaos of the loss continues, yet does not diminish the 

strength we can witness in ourselves and the future. As we move forward, we 

carry with us the absence and the presence of one we love. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDING MY WAY FORWARD 

The telling and hearing of a story is not a simple act. The one who 
tells must reach down into deeper layers of the self, reviving old 
feelings, reviewing the pas!. Whatever is retrieved is reworked into 
a new form, one that narrates events and gives the listener a path 
through these events that leads to some fragment of wisdom. The 
one who hears takes the story in, even to a place not visible or 
conscious to the mind, yet there. In this inner place, a story of 
another life suffers a subtle change. As it enters the memory of the 
listener, it is augmented by reflection, by other memories, and even 
the body hearing and responding in the moment of telling. By such 
transmissions, consciousness is woven. 

(Susan Griffin, 1992, p.178) 

When I met Lily for the first time, she began our conversation by reading 

aloud the above quote to me. Throughout this project, I have re-read these 

words again and again. They have reminded me of the power of interpretation 

which is not an individual, but rather a collective process. They have grounded 

me in moments when I felt lost to the fluidity of this experience and questioned 

the weight of responsibility I thought was mine alone. They have supported me 

as I recognized the ongoing, repetitive process, the give and take, the back and 

forth, that interpretive work demands. 

As I have taken in the stories of each woman, they have been changed 

and shaped through my reflective process. I know what you have read is my 

understanding of what I coconstruded with each of them. My own experience 



168 

has come to bear on what I have heard, what I have interpreted, what I have 

written. My intent at the outset of this study was to open up understandings of 

what it might be like to have a sister or brother die in adulthood. To do so, space 

has been provided for eight women to converse with varying cultural discourses. 

Their conversations have, as well, extended to each of us who have taken in this 

narrative. Through reflection and consideration about this particular type of loss, 

I am aware that my understandings of this experience have shifted. Through 

herrneneutic interpretation, "the goal of all of this is to turn our attention 

elsewhere, to a taken-for-granted experience, embedded in the cultural 

processes and everyday practices of storytelling" (Chase, 1996, p. 55). 

Interpretive work invites an ongoing conversation amongst the varying 

discourses that have been part of this wok. These discourses include 

psychological understandings of grief, cultural constructions of mourning, the 

experiences of the women with whom we have conversed, and each of us as 

reader and writer. There remains an invitation for us to continue to bring to bear 

our own interpretations and understandings to this experience. In essence, there 

is an opportunity to continue on in conversation with each of these discourses 

over time. 

There is an obligation to both keep the conversation going and to admit 

that the products of our research are not definitive announcements, but 

rather invitations to further inquiry and critical questioning. Thus, there is 

an overarching obligation to resist closure in definitive theoretical or 
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prescriptive announcements (Smits, Friesen, Hicks & Leroy, 1997, p. 

202). 

In this chapter, I will continue on in conversation about women's 

experience of adult sibling bereavement. I will reflect upon what has been 

opened up for me through this work as it relates to current understandings of 

bereavement and attend to possible new understandings which I see emerging. 

As well, I will contemplate some limitations of this study and potential 

implications when consideration is given to the development of theory, research 

and counselling practices in this field. 

In all of this, I am turning again, not to return to where I have been, but to 

move deeper into the hermeneutic movement of repetition. This movement has 

been present throughout my process of engagement with this study and 

continues on as I find my way forward. 

Repetition is a new beginning which aims at the possible. Repetition 

'answers' what is calling to it in what has been, 'responds' to what is 

possible, and makes a 'rejoinder' which consists in bringing forth 

something for which Daesin has up to now only obscurely groped. The 

movement is more properly circular, inasmuch as the movement forward 

is at the same time a movement back to one's inherited possibilities. 

(Caputo, 1987, p. 90-91 ) 

Emerging Considerations 

As I began to write this final chapter, I went back and re-read that which I 
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had written in the four previous chapters. In doing so, I reflected upon my 

experience of engaging with this research, what has been written about 

bereavement and what is being lived in the experiences of the women with 

whom we conversed. Through this process, overarching questions began to 

emerge about how we have come to conceptualize bereavement in contrast to 

what this study indicates. There seem to exist connections and disconnections 

between the discourses of sociological and psychological literature and the 

narrative spoken in this text. I believe the presence of these similarities and 

differences asks that we leave open the possi~ility that the experience of 

bereavement may have multiple meanings, including those known previously, 

those presented herein, and others yet emerging. Our ongoing work in this 

herrneneutic endeavor is to evoke further questions and contemplations which 

may lead us to the margins of our thinking over time. 

Bereavement has been acknowledged in the literature to be a multi- 

dimensional experience (de Vries, 1997; Rosenblatt, 1996). It has been 

conceptualized to include mourning and grieving, the social practices and 

intrapsychic processes, imbedded within this framework. While attention has 

been paid to contextual influences in this experience, the primary emphasis in 

psychological research has rested on the physical and psychological aspects of 

this experience. In particular, bereavement has been conceptualized to be an 

individual process of adjustment (Attig, 1996; Bowlby, 1961 ; Carter, 1989; 
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Parkes & Weiss, 1983; Solari-Twadell et al., 1995; Worden, 1991 ). 

During the last four years, my involvement with this study has called me to 

question conceptualizations of bereavement as primarily individual. When I 

began this research, I quickly realized the interconnection of my own experience 

with those around me. I wrote in chapter one of the tension I experienced in 

trying to find ways to separate my experience from those around me. In doing so, 

I recognized the intrinsically relational nature of my own experience of adult 

sibling bereavement. 

As I conversed with the women in this study, I came to understand their 

experience within a relational context, as well. Within each experience, there 

seem to exist many levels and types of relationship that are navigated and 

developed as part of adult sibling bereavement. In some instances experience 

resonates with that which has been written, while in others, differences seem to 

exist. In drawing out ways in which women's experience of adult sibling 

bereavement is a relational experience, I intend to provoke further questions and 

assumptions about what has h n  written about the experience of bereavement 

and what has been brought forth in this study. 

. . elat~onsbs with loss and I I V I ~  The overarching understanding of 

women's experience of adult sibling bereavement has been conceptualized 

herein as the absence is a space occupied. The women in this study continue to 

live in relationship with the absence of their sibling, including each element 

which occupies the space therein. These elements reflect life and loss within 
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lived experience. It is not the case that either the absence or the elements are 

worked through and forgotten. Rather, each woman lives in relationship with 

these elements and finds ways to integrate them into her living. 

It's almost nine months now. You know, I can't believe that it's really only 

been that long. Because when I start to especially miss him, to be taken 

into this whole experience, there just isn't any time frame. I believe this 

loss, this whole experience will always be there, for as long as I live - at 

least I hope it will be, because it tells me I'm healthy and really connected 

to what it's all about. (Kaylene 2, p. 10) 

This ongoing connection, being in relationship with this experience, 

seems to lend vitality to Kaylene's living. On the one hand, there seems to be no 

choice over the presence of the absence and the elements of the experience - 

they have simply come to reside within. On the other hand, there is an 

embracing of this ongoing relationship with the experience as beneficial and life- 

giving as well as at times painful. 

While a relationship continues to exist with each element of this 

experience, over time the relationships change. Emphasis is felt or placed on 

particular elements at a given time, while at other times different elements 

emerge as important. In some instances, the embodied pain of grieving is very 

present, while at others, the relationships shared with a sister or brother while 

alive or since death is most profoundly relevant. When family members gather, 

an empty space may be most apparent, while at other times, the absence 



173 

arouses other connections and disconnections within family. At times, various 

types of support used as touchstones to dignify our pain are primary, yet, in 

other instances, changes we experience in ourselves predominate as we live in 

relationship with this loss. 

It seems to me that I cannot always assume to know the experience of 

another, particularly that which is lived in the recesses of their mind or in private 

acts and conversations. What elements may be important in the present may 

recede temporarily in time, yet the relationship we have with these elements 

persists whether they are in the forefront or background of our mind. Through 

this study, I have come to believe there is a need for me to create space for the 

possibility that we carry our loss, including continuing bonds with the deceased, 

with us throughout life. Our lives are lived in relationship with our loss as we 

integrate it into our life story and create new meanings about its significance 

over time. 

In contrast, current sociological and psychological theories of 

bereavement promote the importance of working through the experience and re- 

establishing life in which relationships with the experience have diminished. 

Emphasis is placed on working through stages of grief and letting go of it rather 

than integrating the loss into living and continuing relationships beyond life. In 

some instances, however, bereavement literature has begun to address the 

possibility of ongoing relationships existing with the experience of bereavement . 

We cannot look at bereavement as a psychological state that ends and 
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from which one recovers. The intensity of feelings may lessen and the 

mourner become more future rather than past-oriented; however, a 

concept of closure, requiring a determination of when the bereavement 

process ends, is questionable. We propose that rather than emphasizing 

letting go, the emphasis should be on negotiating and renegotiating the 

meaning of the loss over time. While the death is permanent and 

unchanging, the process is not. (Silverman & Klass, 1996, p. 1 8-1 9) 

As I consider this, I also hear Shimone emphatically state, 'This is more than 

just a memory to me. It would be a disservice to think I just remember this 

experience from time to time. It lives on inside of me, he lives on inside of me, in 

relationship with me" (p. 5). Her words and those of the other women seem to 

indicate further work is needed in these directions. 

th the universal and the ~articular, While all of the 

women experienced each element of adult sibling bereavement, what they 

experienced within each element differed. They live in relationship with the 

universal elements of experience they share with other bereaved sisters, yet 

continue to honor the particularities of their own story. They conversed with me 

about drawing comfort in hearing the stories of other bereaved siblings as they 

work to make meaning of their own unique experience. 

Similarities among the women's stories can be seen in the importance 

placed on the relationship shared with the sibling before death, but the 

relationships vary greatly from one another and what is important is different, as 
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well. While all of the women speak of their embodied experience of pain, what is 

felt and what significance it bears differs from woman to woman. Each of the 

women grieve in relationship with their family, yet, the experience of family is not 

universal. There is importance in finding ways to dignify the pain of grieving, yet 

resources called upon are unique to each individual. While changes are 

experienced in priorities, relationships and the self, what specifically changes 

varies. 

Although each of the women universally grieves the loss of their sibling, 

the way in which they make meaning of this experience is where the particular 

matters. What I am alling into question here is our ongoing understanding of 

bereavement from universal frameworks alone. Bereavement literature 

continues to promote stage models as reflective of a universal experience. 

While researchers have attempted to attend to the particular by researching 

relationships such as spouse, child and parent and the manner of death, 

questions are beginning to emerge if these efforts have led us back to universal 

dicturns about these particulars (Klass, Silverman b Nickman, 1996). 

As noted earlier, my intent in engaging hermeneutic phenomenology was 

to find ways for the particular to converse with the universal as they might 

emerge in this study. Through this research, I have come to understand that 

bereaved adult siblings live in relationship with both the universal and the 

particular aspects of this experience. In this experience there emerges a 

relationship, a movement back and forth between the universal and the 
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particular, the shared and the unique, as they are lived over time. 

I believe this study encourages further conversation about the particular 

in lived experience as it relates to the universal. When we stay at the level of the 

universal there can be comfort in the civility of its explanation, in knowing others 

share our experience, yet the important particulars of our own experience may 

not be reflected therein. When we engage the particular as well as the 

universal, we may be led back to what has been hidden or unrecognized over 

time and open up understandings of experience as it is lived. At its best, any 

exercise in hermeneutics leads us in these directions. When the particular is 

engaged, its aim comes down to its ability to provoke in the ultimate herrneneutic 

response: "That is what we are looking for. That puts into words what we have 

all along understood about ourselvesw ( Caputo, 1987, p. 81 ). 

elat~onsh~~s w~th cultural d~swurses, Each of the women in this study 

live in relationship with cultural discourses which may confirm or negate what is 

important in their experience. Throughout my conversations with them, I found 

reflected instances where they hid their experience from others, as well as, times 

when culturally expected responses were supportive and validating. While what 

was experienced as enabling or challenging varies over time, there continues to 

be a navigating process of being in relationship with these norms. 

For example, this experience, and many other experiences of 

bereavement, remain largely unnoticed in our culture. In some cases, lack of 

awareness may exist that this loss matters, while in others, there may be 
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culturally prescribed ways of living loss which do not resonate with what is 

important to the bereaved sisters. 

I just don't get how people can't see that this happens and it doesn't go 

away. Maybe its the lack of documentation that makes others think it's 

not important or maybe they just want to believe if you do all the things 

you're supposed to do, like the funeral, the year passes, that it is finished 

and done with. I just get the feeling nobody wants to believe or say this 

really happens, that it doesn't leave you, that it's here to stay and that all 

of this matters. Well, I know it does - I know it matters, 1 know it is here to 

stay, I know I want her as part of my life and I'm going to talk about it. 

(Emily, p. 13) 

Emily lives with an ongoing need to be in relationship with this experience 

amidst a culture which encourages her silence. Despite discomfort and few 

people asking, Emily is going to keep on talking and living her experience 

regardless of cultural expectations. Other instances have been highlighted in 

this text where the bereaved do comply in public but a d  othennrise in private. In 

all instances, they live on in relationship with discourses, which shape 

responses and lived experience. 

In some way, I wonder if oppression is present as we fail to recognize the 

need to question cultural norms which separate us from one another. It is not the 

case that a relationship does not exist between the bereaved and those around 

them. Awareness of these expectations is present and powerful. The taken for 
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granted, the invisible, the secrets unspoken, the questions unasked, do exist 

despite unchallenging silence. 'Silence is a symbol of oppression. Liberation is 

speaking out, making contact, communicating how an experience feels for a 

particular group, which may conflict with the understanding of the dominant 

culture, but is imperative to a more inclusive understanding" (Cline, 1995, p. 21 ). 

Recently I spoke to a group of helping professionals about my research. 

At the end of my presentation, one of the participants asked about the absence 

of information about funerals or memorial services in my conversations. I 

replied that while some of the women spoke very briefly about a eulogy they 

gave or a supportive comment made by someone at the funeral, there was not 

overwhelming mention of these events as significant in their experience. My 

questioner challenged me by noting the importance of these events for the 

community and the bereaved and questioned why I did not pursue this line of 

inquiry more strongly in my conversations. She stated that she believed a 

disservice was being done in this 'failure'. 

Even when the bereaved speak of their experience, they live in 

relationship with a culture that may not listen or may continually question 

their actions, their processes, their grieving. Cultural norms define what 

our experience 'should' be - what should be important, what should be 

done, who should be involved. There are shoulds spoken out loud and 

shoulds 'understood' in silence. Shoulds are a closing off, an emptying of 

curiosity, a lack of empathy and compassion, an ending of conversation. 



(Personal journal, January 2001 ) 

Cultural discourse and the lived experience of bereavement live in 

relationship with each other. I believe socio-cultural beliefs and practices need 

to be more fully considered as they interplay with the experience of bereavement 

in psychological research. Questions need to be asked about what has been 

silenced, what has been accepted, what is viewed as 'normal'. Perhaps not 

attending to these conversations is more so where our failure lies. 

Living with Limitations 

While I have sought to open up the experience of adult sibling 

bereavement as it is lived, I recognize that limitations exist in my efforts. While 

there are many ways in which this narrative has taken shape, it does not reveal 

a complete understanding of what it means to live on following the death of a 

brother or sister in adulthood. More continues to happen to me in this experience 

than what I can describe. Other possibilities exist and need consideration to 

deepen our understanding of the experience at hand and future research which 

may emerge in this area. 

An obvious limitation of this study is the lack of male involvement and lack 

of diversity in the women themselves. Some important considerations may have 

gone unexplored because, for example, all the women are Caucasian, all are 

relatively middle-class with some post-secondary education and all are under 

the age of 60 years. While there exists a lack of uniformity in the experiences of 

these women despite these demographic similarities, I continue to wonder what 



might have been added to this narrative had greater diversity existed. 

As well, I am called to recognize that this experience has come to be 

understood as it is lived by women who want to talk about their experience. 

Speaking about experience is only one form of expression. Might differences 

exist for those who do not speak, for those who find expression of their 

experience in other forms? What might be brought forth about this experience 

had I conversed with those who did not volunteer, with those for whom this 

narrative may not speak? As Caputo (1987) stated, 'There is no proving and 

disproving in hermeneutics but only a certain letting-be-seen in which we find (or 

fail to find) ourselves in the account" (p. 81). In some instances, I presume I 

have failed on this account. 

Another limitation stems from the fact that both the deaths of these 

siblings and my interpretive undertaking occurred within a particular time frame. 

For the women in this study, varying lengths of time have passed since the 

death of their sibling and some parts of their conversations included accounts of 

what was lived in the past. In each story, I am left to wonder if the retrospective 

aspects of their narrative moved it too far away from the experience as it was 

lived, or if this time provided further insight and integration. While I recognize 

that living with this experience over time will bring forth new understandings, the 

possibility of these gaps remains. 

As well as the experiences of the women changing over time, my 

experience of my sister's death has changed since I began this work. This 
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study has been undertaken during the nearly five years following her death, 

during a particular time frame of my own lived experience. My own 'living with' 

my loss has changed during this time, as have the interpretations which 

emerged as I moved within this process. I am left to wonder what might emerge 

about this experience as it is lived with over time beyond the confines of this 

study. In what ways would the narrative change and new interpretations 

emerge? In what ways might what I have written appear too deeply embedded 

in suffering and sorrow or too hopeful and optimistic about moving forward? In 

what ways might these aspects of the experience change over time? Have I 

found a suitable balance herein? Consideration of these issues needs 

continuing attention. 

An additional limitation I need to raise is the possibility that my own 

experience of having my sister die has clouded and concealed or deepened and 

extended understanding of what it might be like for others. While I believe I 

have conversed with you through the interpretive positions I set out as I began, I 

continue to wonder what might have been produced had I not tived this 

experience mysetf. As noted in a previous chapter, all of the women were 

somewhat curious about my loss and stated that knowing I had a sister who died 

helped them to feel I could connect with their experience in a deeper way. I know 

within this study, my attunement and positioning as a bereaved sister was 

imbedded in my listening and interpreting in ways which would not have been 

present if Beth had not died. 
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While I have written one possible narrative about this experience, I 

recognize that it is not the stories alone that have been transformed through this 

interpretive process. I have been changed by the death of my sister and the 

completion of this study. I have learned that the 'taking in' of lived experience 

does not simply invite new understandings. Rather 'taking in' means to live with, 

to become part of, to give way to the experience as it moves and provokes my 

being. It means surrendering to the flux, the play, the experience as it is lived 

within oneself (Caputo, 1987). 1 am left to wonder what interpretations might 

have arisen had this study been completed by an 'outsider' to the experience or 

what interpretations have arisen because I am an 'insider'. There is a worrisome 

part of my being that lives with the possibility that I have failed to find enough of 

myself andlor others in this narrative. 

Inviting Implications 

As I find my way forward from this study, there remain implications which 

need to be opened up about the experience of bereavement and re-thinking 

which needs to occur about how we go about approaching these endeavors. 

While I have produced some understanding about bereavement, grief and 

mourning, there are many things we do not understand. It would be a mistake to 

assume we have sufficient knowledge about this experience or that the 

knowledge we have is unquestionable. Implications exist which invite our 

consideration as we proceed with theory development, research endeavors and 

counselling practices. 



This study calls for consideration to be given to the importance of the 

particular, including gender, as we develop further theories about bereavement. 

As discussed earlier in this text, some ways in which we have attempted to pay 

attention to the particular have outlived their usefulness. It is no longer sufficient 

to believe stage theories are lived universally, to simply categorize loss by role 

without attending to the significance of the person in that role, or to ignore 

women's experience of bereavement as it relates to theory about women's 

development. 

Maynard (1995) suggests that we need to more conscientiously pay 

attention to the particular and move away from creating meta-theories which 

claim to speak for all experience. Perhaps we need to attend to creating theories 

which honor the particular or perhaps we need to question if theorizing about 

experience needs to end as we make room for the particular. Through the use 

of herrneneutic phenomenology, the women in this project have been able to talk 

about their experience in ways which encourage this end. I believe what has 

been revealed implicitly speaks to the need to conduct future investigations in 

ways which open up lived experience and bring forth new understandings which 

make room for the particular, rather than generalized edicts of experience which 

exclude it. 

More specifically, this study calls forth the need to attend to women's 

experience of bereavement as potentially different from theories generated to 
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date. While women have been the primary participants in research studies 

about bereavement (Parkes, 1986), 1 question if their experience has been 

viewed through a male lens of understanding. Over time, researchers have 

come to recognize that, in many cases, erroneous assumptions have been made 

because of the lack of attention paid to what women themselves report (Tomm, 

1 989). 

A woman's discussion of her life may combine two separate, often 

conflicting perspectives: one framed in concepts and values that reflect 

men's dominant position in culture, and one informed by the more 

immediate realities of a woman's personal experience. Where experience 

does not 'fitn dominant meanings, alternative concepts may not be readily 

available. To hear women's perspectives accurately, we have to learn to 

listen in stereo, receiving both the dominant and muted channels dearly 

and tuning into them carefully to understand the relationship between 

them. (Anderson & Jack, 1991, p. 1 1 ) 

Historically, psychological theory has been developed utilizing male 

norms for understanding human development, experience and well-being 

(Polkinghome, 1983). However, theory now exists which supports the 

importance of women's development through relationship and connection rather 

than through autonomy, independence and separation (Gilligan, 1982; Surrey, 

1991 ). Given the relational nature of the experience generated in this study, 

there is a need to critique existing bereavement theory which emphasizes 



185 

individual positions. As feminist theory and philosophy are virtually non-existent 

in this literature, further investigation of women's bereavement from these world 

views is imperative. 

About Academic Researm 

In this study, I have sought to challenge traditional discourses about what 

constitutes academic work and research. While notions of the 'valid' are deeply 

embedded in this culture, I believe the knowledge generated through this project 

joins with others of its nature to challenge these beliefs. Throughout my process, 

possibilities of how to speak in ways which split open silences about adult sibling 

bereavement have been primary. As a feminist, I believe that it is not only 

important to speak, but to speak in ways which may challenge the status quo. 

This research has created a space for the personal and professional to co-exist 

and lend integrity and authenticity to the social construction of knowledge. 

Extension of this type of research needs to continue. 

Carol Schick's (1 994) book, The university as text: Women and the 

~vers~tv w n t a  has been an important companion in this journey. Her words 

have often been borrowed when my own seemed to fail. 

One of the most difficult things to do when writing, particularly in 

academic settings, is include the personal. I have had to struggle against 

my own inclination to objectify my experience and remove myself to the 

outside. To remain personal, to own what I am saying and to stay in the 

center of this discourse takes all my courage and honesty when what I 
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really want to do is flee to the sidelines and postulate what I have learned, 

a process that would leave me safe and the learning opaque. (p. 14) 

As this research has been conducted using 'non-traditional' 

methodologies, it seeks to question the possibly incomplete ways that traditional 

scientific inquiry has and continues to happen (Enns, 1997). Through this study, 

I have sought to provoke the knowledge created through scientific inquiry, to 

create a space to question sacred traditions and to listen to marginalized voices 

and perspectives. While some questions about bereavement have been herein 

addressed using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, others exist which 

need similar attention. 

There is a need to revisit research which limits the lived experience of 

bereavement by merely role definition or manner of death. Investigations into the 

particulars present within these generalized conceptualizations is needed. As 

well, there are many types of relationships which have never been explored 

through bereavement research which could benefit from such attention. 

Relationships such as grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends and 

obscured partnerings such as homosexual couples, extra martial affairs, and 

divorced individuals merit our attention. 

With regard to the experience of adult sibling bereavement, further 

research is needed which includes more diversity of participants, the experience 

of loss over extended periods of time, and understandings of sibling's grieving in 

concert with their family. As well, in addition to critique about bereavement 
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theory in the previous section, work is also needed to conduct future research 

with an eye towards integrating psychological thought with that of other fields. I 

believe an interdisciplinary emphasis including fields such as sociology, 

anthropology, theology and nursing would move us closer to a more complete 

understanding of bereavement as it is lived. 

In all of this, I am called to continue to question what is meant by words 

such as 'scientific', 'empirical', 'valid', and 'reliable' and the knowledge which has 

come forth from this world view. How have we decided to understand these 

words to mean one thing and not another? In what ways can we encourage 

understandings of 'valid' knowledge to encompass a larger sphere than this 

scientific perspective? What might be opened up about the particular and about 

women's experience if we pursue further research using these 'non-traditional' 

means, including inter-disciplinary approaches? Are there some questions 

about the experience of bereavement, or other lived experience, which can best, 

or perhaps only, be answered if we do? 

As a counsellor, I work with clients with a variety of concerns, often 

including issues of grief and loss. While current literature about bereavement 

counselling is limited, what has guided my practice to date have been extensions 

of stage theories and loosely connected interventions (Rando, 1984; Worden, 

1991 ). As I have lived with this study and contemplated its significance in my 

counselling practice, a number of considerations have continued to engage me. 
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These issues have to do with the place of suffering in human experience and the 

emerging use of constructivist frameworks to guide my practice. 

When I begin to work with a client in counselling, time is spent identifying 

the goals and focus of our relationship. While I believe these efforts are 

important, I am increasingly aware of spaces which may exist between my own 

language and that of my client. What do I mean as a counsellor by 'recovery 

from grief or 'making it all better'? What does the client before me mean when 

she states that she wants to feel better, she wants her pain to cease? What do I 

mean when I assure her of this possibility? Am I able to discern if we have the 

same meaning of what is sought? What understanding do we have about the 

place of suffering in experience and how is this position integrated into the 

ethical and moral relationship we share? 

In my experience of reading bereavement literature, I believe the face of 

suffering is obscured in tactful, analytical reporting of bereavement as a 

condition or list of symptoms. Distance is created between me and these texts 

and this tactfulness could very easily transcend into the relationships I share 

with clients. Yet, my own experience and those of the women in this study 

indicate that suffering is central and does not completely cease. As a 

counsellor, implicit to my work is the need to instill hope, the need to convey that 

change can happen and the knowledge of what may facilitate this process. 

While I support and live out these notions in my work and have seen evidence of 

their presence, I also need to reconsider the place of suffering in bereavement 
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and lived experience as a result of this study. 

We need to criticize a selective affirmation of life which tries to exclude 

suffering, to say that it is not part of the whole. One cannot make a vow 

with life which, like a faint-hearted bridegroom, takes life fur better but not 

for worse. One cannot swear partial allegiance to life which takes one 

part but not another. If one affirms life, one must affirm the whole, the 

'going under' as weH as the 'going over', the pain as well as the pleasure, 

the midnight as well as the high noon. (Caputo, 1987, p. 283) 

Through my own experience of adult sibling bereavement and my 

conversations in this study, I have come to claim and more fully understand the 

presence of suffering as potentially generative and degenerative in the same 

breath. Suffering interplays with living. It persists, yet changes, as we live in 

relationship with it. As I move forward from this study, I am called to 

acknowledge the power of suffering in bereavement and to find ways to talk with 

clients about their suffering as they perhaps integrate it into their living, rather 

than atways finding ways to move through it and set it aside. 

In all of this, I am challenged by the incompleteness of munselling theory 

about the experience of bereavement. While psychological theories grounded in 

psychodynamic, cognitive-behavioral and medical models provide some 

direction, evidence is fading for approaches which view grieving as a universal, 

complicated 'working through' process toward an end of returning to one's pre- 

loss status (Niemeyer, 2001, Stroebe, 1 992-1 993; Wortman & Silver, 1987). In 
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response, new understandings of what is needed in bereavement counselling 

are emerging. Recognition is growing of the need to apply counselling theories 

which attend to individual and socially-constructed particulars in the narratives of 

the bereaved. Of increasing promise in these efforts are therapeutic frameworks 

arising from constructivist theory which are being integrated into the experience 

of bereavement (Neimeyer, 1 999; Viney , 1 991 ). 

Constructivist approaches to counselling view human beings as meaning 

makers, bringing together narratives that give significance and structure to their 

lives (Neimeyer & Raskin, 2000; Neimeyer S Mahoney, 1995). These 

frameworks interplay with culturally available belief systems and the lived 

experience of individuals as they negotiate issues and events in their lives. At 

the 'core' of these theoretical approaches are the stories of the clients 

themselves. 

Bereaved people often seek safe contexts in which they can tell (and 

retell) their stories of loss, hoping that therapists can bear to hear what 

others cannot, validating their pain as real without resorting to simple 

reassurance. Ultimately, they search for ways of assimilating the multiple 

meanings of loss into the over-arching story of their lives, an effort that 

professionals can support through listening, guided reflection, and a 

variety of narrative means for fostering fresh perspectives on their losses 

for themselves and others ( Neimeyer, 2001). 
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As I attend to the particulars in clients' experiences of bereavement, what 

emerges is a process of meaning-making which emphasizes individuality rather 

than sameness between the bereaved. My role calls me to listen to each story as 

it emerges within cultural discourse, giving priority to the client's meanings and 

using this narrative to guide our work together. I believe this positioning might 

permit an understanding which is emerging and shifting as we proceed, thus 

retaining the integrity of the client as well as a theoretically grounded process. 

For bereaved sisters in this context, cultural discourses may intersect with 

their experience in a number of ways. Discourses focusing on a death narrative 

which excludes an understanding of the life which preceded it may need to be 

challenged. While the significance of sibling loss may be invalidated, the 

importance and meaning of it for each woman needs to be explored. Attention 

may need to be given to her grieving beyond intrapsychic experience and extend 

to its interaction with family, friends and society. Resources developed by a 

sibling to dignify and bring meaning to this loss need to be supported as signs of 

strength as new understandings emerge. And perhaps most significantly for 

women, re-interpretations may need to be pursued when their relational 

experience of loss and need to integrate it into their ongoing living is 

misunderstood or pathologized. 

In all of this, I am learning that my counselling work needs to extend 

beyond the ending of emotional and symptomatic experiences of loss as clients 

work to reconstruct what this experience means to them and their lives as they 
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move forward. Using a truly collaborative attitude, listening from a position of 

curiosity as I work to understand the client and her experience rather than 

finding ways to fit her into prescriptive theory, and feeling compassion for both 

her and her experience seem essential to this end. While I am heartened by 

these emerging new directions in bereavement counselling, continued work in 

these directions is needed. 

Turning Again 

As I move forward, I continue to turn again and again to reengage with 

the elements of this experience and the repetition of its nature. The women with 

whom I have conversed turn again, as well. In some instances, meaning has 

been momentarily made of this experience. In others, there exist questions 

unanswered and a demand to respect the mystery of what 'will be and will come' 

as we move forward and turn again. 

Through this study, I have learned over and over again that I cannot 

assume to know and understand fully the experience of another without asking 

and remaining tentative in the conclusions 1 reach. I cannot assume to know 

what is significant, what is unimportant, what persists, what fades away in their 

experience of loss. I need to question how my assumptions influence the 

judgements and assessments I make of another's experience. I need to 

continue to become more comfortable and accepting of the possibility that 

tentative knowing is legitimate and other possibilities always exist in my 

conclusions. In all of this, I need to be less vigorous about maintaining my own 
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assumptions and expectations and re-listen again and again to the experiences 

before me. 

Last month, I received a telephone call from Shimone inviting me to a 

gathering in her home. The reason for the gathering was to bring together 

people who were important in her experience of Justin's death as she prepared 

to give a victim impact statement to the court. This statement, along with those 

of her other brothers and family members, would be used in sentencing of the 

man who confessed to killing her brother. 

As I sat and listened to Shimone read her statement to those gathered, I 

remembered again each of the women with whom I conversed. I carried with me 

other phone calls I had received lately, as some of them just wanting to 'check 

in'. I recalled the wonderings and wanderings and what if's that are part of each 

experience. In listening to Shimone's clear and articulate writing, I remembered 

the clarity of expression in each story I took in. Yet, in each case, I felt a large 

part of the story was present in what was not said - in what was yet to come for 

each of us as we continue to live into the experience of our sibling's death. 

As we find our way forward, this experience and our understanding of 

ourselves as women continues to be constituted and reconstitued over and over 

again. As we live into the movement of repetition, we bring along where we 

have been, where we will yet arrive, and the ongoing presence of our 

experience. Respecting the understandings we now hold and the mystery of 

what will emerge, we are continually moving and perhaps forever, on the way. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

Letter of Introduction 

Dear Prospective Participant: 

I am a graduate student in the Department of Educational Psychology at 
the University of Calgary, conducting a research project under the supervision of 
Dr. Sharon Robertson. This letter is written to provide information regarding my 
research project, Women's Experience of Adult Sibling Bereavement, so that you 
can make an informed decision regarding your participation. 

The purpose of this study is to explore women's experience of having a 
sibling die in adulthood. I am interested in this area of study for two reasons. 
First, my sister died as an adult, so 1 live the experience I want to study. 
Secondly. this area is in need of further exploration and I believe the stories of 
women living this experience may help others who face this type of loss as well 
as help mental health professionals better understand how to work with them. 

As part of the study, ycu will be asked to participate in two individual 
interviews and review written transcriptions and initial feedback of our 
conversation following the first intewiew. Each of these conversations will be 
audio taped. m i l e  the length of each interview will be determined by you, I 
expect they may last approximately 1-2 hours. 

In order to be eligible for participation, the following conditions must apply: 
1. You will be a women 25 years of age or older who has experienced 

the death of a sibling in adulthood. In this study, a sibling is 
defined as a biological, adopted or half-sibling with whom you lived 
in a family context while growing up. 

2. You will have experienced this loss at least 6 months and not 
longer than 5 years prior to the start of your participation in this 
study. 

I recognize participating in this study may pose some benefits and risks to 
you. In our conversations, you will be asked to discuss your personal 
experiences related to the death of your sibling. This may bring forth emotions 
and/or new understandings of yoursetf and your experience. You may find value 
as well as difficulty in exploring the meanings of your experience. My role will be 
to listen to your story, without providing counselling and/or advice, to try to 



understand what this experience has been like for you. You should be aware 
that even if you give your permission, you are free to withdraw from this project 
at any time, for any reason and without penalty. In some cases, I may provide 
you with information about the Grief Support Program at the Rockyview Hospital 
if it seems that counselling may be appropriate for you. 

Your confidentiality will be maintained through your selection of a false 
name for use in this study which will only be known by you and me. The 
information obtained in this study will be stored in a locked cabinet in my home. 
You will be asked to sign a consent form prior to your participation. This form 
and all audiotapes will be destroyed following completion and approvai of the 
final report. Typed transcriptions of our conversations will remain in my 
possession for three years before being destroyed. If you are interested, I will 
provide you with a summary of the study upon its completion. 

If the above two conditions apply to your personal situation and your are 
interested in participating in this study, please contact me at 21 0-1 251. We can 
then arrange the first interview to occur at a time and place convenient to you. 
Similarly, if you think you might be interested in participating but require further 
information before deciding, please give me a call. Finally, I can appreciate that, 
for any number of reasons, you may decline this opportunity to participate in this 
research. I fully respect your decision. 

If you have any questions, in addition to myself, you may contact my 
supervisor, Dr. Sharon Robertson at 220-5651, the Office of the Chair, Faculty of 
Education Joint Ethics Review Committee at 220-5626, or the Office of the 
Vice-President (Research) at 220-3381. Thank you for your time and 
consideration of this matter. 

Sincerely, 

Susann Laverty, M.Ed., C. Psych. 
Doctoral Student 
The University of Calgary 



APPENDIX 8 

Autobiographical Stories 

ot all these vears w 

I am a single gal in my early thirties just now getting a taste of tragic 

loss ... the kind you think only happens to others. I have always been the strong 

minded, strong willed, independent woman who forged through all without much 

difficulty, until I lost my one and only sibling, my brother, Douglas, to a massive 

heart attack at !he young age of 38. He and I always lived at a distance in our 

adult life which limited our visits to 3 or 4 times a year. Little did I know how 

precious they would be to me now. 

At the moment and in the months following his death, the fear and 

sadness of being an only child were almost unbearable. It was like a hose 

sprayed sadness all over my entire being and the thought of me living the rest of 

my life without him seemed impossible. The reality of going through the rest of 

my life solo forced me to focus on how his life played and continues to play such 

an importance in my everyday dealings. 

As the first anniversary of his death quickly approaches, and time has 

helped settle in me all my discomfort, I give thanks for the gift of 33 years of my 

life, a brother whom I am so proud of and love so strongly. He taught me how to 

accept others, not pass judgement, how to laugh till my sides hurt, the 

importance of friendship, and now in his death, how to live my life louder. I feel 
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ripped that he physically no longer exists on this side and envious of the others 

in heaven who now get to enjoy his good nature and infectious personality. 

1 am a 47 year old wife and mother of 5 children. I had 3 biological boys, 

a stepdaughter and an adopted son. We had the tragic experience of losing our 

eldest biological son in a motor vehicle accident 2 years ago. 

We are new to Calgary. I grew up in the lower mainland of Vancouver. I 

lived there all of my life until work brought us to Calgary 2 years ago and we love 

it here. I am a medical lab assistant and am currently home on disability. I 

developed fibromyalgia and chronic fatigue syndrome which became disabling 

and has kept me homebound. The death of my brother, Arnold, is part of a chain 

of losses. I have experienced 8 deaths in 2 years that included the murder of my 

best friend and the deaths of many family members. Before I became ill, my 

hobbies and interests were skiing, photography, watercolor painting, camping 

and gardening. 

As the youngest of five sisters, the death of my eldest sister, Claire, is a 

loss that has forever changed me. I was 28 years old when she died and in the 

beginning it was nothing short of hell because of the close relationship we 

shared. I grew up in a family where distance between people was primary. In 
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many ways, Claire, being 8 years older than me, is not only my sister but my 

mother. 

Her death is the worst loss I can imagine happening to me, and yet, it has 

produced new directions in my life. Being a single woman, I believe that she is 

guiding me through the decisions I make about intimate relationships and new 

career directions. In some ways, I have taken over her role in our family as the 

caretaker and I am a better communicator since she died. As well, her death 

has made me realize and brought to light how I want my life to be and what I 

want for my life. While Claire is dead, she continues to live with me and through 

me and will never be far away. I am blessed to have such a wonderful sister who 

I love and miss so much. 

I would be thought of as a 49 year old feisty woman. I have always been 

a single mom. Even though my child is 29 years old, I still think of myself as a 

single mom. My daughter is a strong, independent young woman who has given 

me the two little miracles I call grandchildren. Their ages are 3 and 7. 1 am a 

very young thinking, active grandma and my most favorite thing to do is to play 

with them and, boy, do we know how to play! 

Now is my chance to catch up on my childhood but also to recreate a 

better one. In remembering my childhood, 1 was always considered the strong 

sensible one. When I stand at the foot of my family's graves, I understand why 1 
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am still here. I was the sensible one and there was a job to do, even if it was just 

seeing to the proper goodbyes which we all deserve. It is hard to describe how I 

felt as I placed both my brothers in the ground at the same time, especially when 

they never got along. Now they are together for eternity. 

The internment included only my daughter and myself. It felt very final, 

very strange and very lonely. I lost my two siblings, Nick, 49 and Pete, 48, within 

two weeks of each other. Pete, my younger brother, lived with me. He was not 

only my brother, he was my friend. Pete died of a massive heart attack and my 

older brother, Nick, had some complications from a long history of alcohol 

abuse. When my brothers died, it was the end of life as I knew it and the 

beginning of something greater in my life. 

I see now how vulnerable my own mortality is and really how each day is 

a gift. We can make choices on how we use that gift. I see how communication 

from the heart is so much different than coming from the head. I have a greater 

enthusiasm for life and a better appreciation of being given this chance to live 

my life with joy. 

Sometimes I stand in silence and breathe and go within. I know my 

brothers were loved and are still loved and will always be loved, in the present 

and the hereafter. When I am atone, it is like I can feel my brother, Pete, and 1 

just breathe him in and I am not alone anymore. My whole family had a lot of 

emotional pain and I spent a great deal of my life trying to ease that pain at the 

expense of my own happiness. I feel my family can love me more where they 
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are now than when they were here. There is a freedom in that, and a sense of 

letting go. I have learned how fortunate I am. I have my health, my ever 

growing spirit, and most of all, I have my small but meaningful family. My friends 

are very important to me and I cherish every moment and connection with them. 

My appreciation for life, laughter and love will now and always sustain me. 

So, this is also my wish for you. This is my way of not letting my brother's 

deaths go in vain. May they truly rest in the arms of the angels. Yours in spirit, 

Dragon Fly Spins Fire (my medicine name). 

uren. I ve been left beh~nd - 9  

Looking back over the experience of my sister Dee Dee's death, I am very 

much aware that I was in some way prepared ahead of time. I believe that 

people and events are put into your life when you need them the most. Two very 

wonderful people were sent to me and without meeting these people, I would 

have never been able to cope with my sister's death. While I have always 

believed that there was life after death and a higher power, these people gave 

me the resources to help me understand and prepare myself for what was 

ahead. So, when my sister died, it helped me to believe that she survived death 

and has entered into the spirit world. So, for whatever reason, my sister was 

able to complete her journey here on earth in such a short time. I know that she 

is safe and is in a far better place. I know that she is with me every step of the 

way and will continue to guide me and protect me in my life. 
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My childhood was very tumultuous and I have struggled most of my life 

with some very dysfunctional behavior that affected my personal and 

professional live. Her passing has taught me that life is precious and is so very 

short. Through experiencing her death, it is like I have been given a whole new 

chance at life. I realize that all the anger, hurt, and pain that I held in my heart 

was only hurting me and that i must release it to move on with my life. My life 

has improved beyond anything I could imagine and I have found peace within 

myself. My work life and relationships with my family and friends have improved 

and I have been able to open up my heart. My sister's passing leaves the 

biggest hole in my heart because she is my best friend. I miss her more than 

anything in the world. Who I am today is her gift to me. 

Iv: A stone to carry 

I am 43 years old, the mother of two children and in a 15 year 

relationshiplmarriage. Most of my adult life I worked as a social worker, 

although I have done many other things and hope to do many more. I was 41 

years old when my sister, Pearl, chose death by suicide. I was 21 years old 

when my brother suicided. Of my two remaining brothers, the youngest suffers 

from mental illness and is at suicide risk. The other brother, like me, is in a long 

term relationshiplmarriage and has three small children. 

I come from the prairies. I come from a wide network of grandparents, 

aunts, uncles, and cousins. I come also from chronic poverty, mental illness, 
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sexual abuse. My sister and I were ballast and weight to each other. Her death, 

like her long-term wish to die, unmoored me, made me question my ability and 

my stability. What is resilience, what is hope, what is spirituality - these are my 

trinity as I weave protection and prevention into my life, my future. 

earned a lot about mvsm 

I was born in Calgary in 1969 as the youngest of three children. My 

brother, Scott, died 4 years ago at age 29 following complications from a brain 

injury he sustained 12 years earlier. I graduated from the University of Calgary 

with a BA in History in 1992 and later from Olds College with a diploma in Animal 

Health Technology. I presently work as a Training and Development Manager 

for an e-commerce visual content and software provider. My interests include 

sports (badminton, in particular), music, movies and travel. 

mv w w  t h r m  

I am in my mid-ffiies, the mother of two daughters and the grandmother of 

a darling four year old boy. My background is in nursing and I am currently a 

corporate executive in the health care industry. I lost my 49 year old brother, 

Justin, in March t 999, due to two gunshot wounds inflicted, at that time, by an 

unknown person. At the time of this writing, the mystery of his murder has not 

been entirely solved, but it is known that a family of individuals were involved 

and that there were other individuals who were also murdered or possibly 
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murdered by these same people. I am a public speaker and have publicly shared 

the experience and the journey I am traveling as I cope with, accept, and adapt 

to the ongoing drama that unfolds as information is gained regarding Justin's 

death. 

The loss of my brother has created a deep wound in my heart and a huge 

void in my life and the life of my family. Even though Justin is gone, there will 

always be a special place in my heart for him. Our close bond spanned the 

years of a lifetime. While circumstances and geographical locations have 

changed over the years, the essence of our close relationship has never 

changed. As life's experiences affected each of us, the deep meaning of our 

relationship grew as well. Though our adult lives have taken us down different 

paths, there were many deep bonds and commonalities we continued to share, 

along with laughter and fun. We enjoyed being together in spite of the distance 

that separated us. When we were together, we could hardly tear ourselves 

away from each other when the time came for our visits to end. 

Vllhile we all know we will someday die, I believe we are never really 

prepared for death when it occurs. One dimension that adds difficulty in 

responding to the death of my brother is that one never expects a loved one's 

life to be intentionally taken by the hands of a murderer. The haunting thoughts 

of what my brother experienced at the hands of his assailant(s) are not easy to 

erase. 

To lose someone so special, so talented, so close and someone whom 
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you love so much, leaves a deep ache that cannot be soothed, even though 

time, healing, and the process of grief counselling are able to facilitate 

adjustment of the experience of loss of an adult sibling. Each step of the way in 

recovering from this loss is a process. Answers are important, but the answers 

never totally solve the pain. 

I have found that talking, praying, reliving life's experiences and sharing 

feelings at each step of the process keep the memories alive, but also helps to 

dull the deep pain associated with my loss. A deep faith in God and a deep 

desire to move on with life, without leaving the memories of my brother behind, 

have created a tapestry of healing that continues to be woven into my 

experience. 



APPENDIX C 

Consent Form 

1, , hereby consent to 
participate in the study being conducted by Susann Laverty, doctoral student in 
Counselling Psychology, into the experience of adult sibling bereavement. I 
understand that this study is being supervised by Dr. Sharon Robertson of the 
University of Calgary. 

Through the letter to prospective participants, I have been informed about 
the purpose and nature of this study, as well as its possible risks and benefits. I 
understand that I will receive no remuneration for my participation in this 
research project and that information about the Grief Support Program at the 
Rockyview Hospital may be provided to me. 

I am aware that I will be asked to participate in two interviews lasting 
approximately 1-2 hours each. These conversations will address the question of 
what it has been like for me to experience the death of a sibling. I understand 
that these interviews will be audio taped and transcribed verbatim in order that 
the researcher, Susann Laverty, can analyze these transcripts for thematic 
meaning. Before the second interview, Susann Laverty will provide me with a 
copy of the transcription of the first interview as well as the meanings she is 
deriving from this interview with me. I will have an opportunity in the second 
interview to further discuss my experience and the written documents to help 
confirm or clarrfy my experience. 

I understand that it is my prerogative, at any paint in the process, to 
request that the tape recorder be shut off. Similarly, I may require that particular 
portions of tapes or transcripts be deleted from the research project. In order to 
ensure my anonymity, all audio tapes and transcripts will be assigned a 
pseudonym and any identifying details will be changed. All tapes and transcripts 
pertaining to my participation in this study will be kept under locked conditions in 
the researcher's home. At the conclusion of the study, tape-recordings will be 
erased and transcripts shredded. 

I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this study at any time 
without penalty and that my involvement in the study may, likewise, be 



terminated by the researcher at any time. 

I also understand that the results of this research will be made accessible to me 
at the end of the study. I am aware that two copies of this consent form will be 
Signed. One copy will be retained by the researcher, Susann M. Laverty and one 
copy will be give to me for my records. I am aware that I can reach the 
researcher with any questions or concerns at 21 0-1 251 or 282-2375. 

Signed: 

Witness: Date: 




